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			Angel of Death
			

			I tie a rope around my neck, 
I put on a mask 
so no one can see me. 
It makes it easier to pretend 
I do not exist.
			

			As the rope tightens, 
the mask steals my face. 
Yet, no one can see 
what hides beneath 
the shadow of me.
			

			Pull tighter, 
breathe lighter, 
anger seeps through my pores, 
rage pumps the blood in my veins. 
Every time it's the same. 
I play hard, I play alone, 
one hell of a choking game.
			

			Where did I come from? 
Where have I been? 
My angel is Death, 
the prettiest shade of dark 
I've ever seen.
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	ONE
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I often wonder what it would be like if I didn't exist
~What's that all about? Are you crying for help? Or are you just seeking attention? It's one thing to secretly plan your suicide, but tweeting hints to all your followers? Oh, I forgot, you have no followers. You're not even using your real name on Twitter. That explains a lot.

~So what about those hashtags? Are you going to use them? You're fantasizing about your death and how everyone at school, even those who didn't know you, will be shocked by your passing. At the same time you're too much of a coward to attach real words to hashtags so that people could actually find your tweets and read your nonsense. I’ve got some for you. How about editing your tweet like this:~
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I often wonder what it would be like if I didn't exist #death #TeenSuicide #anger #alone
~Shall I hit the Tweet button? No? Why not? Here, I did. Too late. If you're going to play with me, you'll have to play for real. I don't do games. Remember, I'm the only one who's still talking to you. I'm not sure if you're listening—that's a whole other issue. I don't care, though. Even if you cover your ears, I know you'll hear at least some of what I'm saying. That's good enough for me.~
"Be quiet! Leave me alone!"

~Why are you yelling at me? Can't you keep your voice down? You sound like you're going crazy. We're having a quiet conversation. No need to yell. All you have to do is listen, so why don't you? Is it because you don't want to hear what I have to say? Is it too much to bear? Does it ring true, and you hate it anyway? If it were an exam question, the right answer would probably be ‘all of the above.’ Check.
~I bet you don't even know the real me. You've been dodging me ever since I can remember. I'm done trying to make myself visible by talking and pleading. Looks like you don't care, so let's just leave it at that. No more begging for your attention. From now on, I'll say whatever I feel is necessary whether you like it or not. That's my last gift to you. When you and I are done talking, I will leave you alone. You'll be free to live your life or end it any way you want.

~I watched you today walking to your locker. You held it together pretty good. The long walk from the gym to hall number nine. Your locker's all the way at the end, and you counted each locker one by one. You faltered; but then your eyes lit up. Yeah. Your locker was taped with birthday-themed paper. A stupid piece of paper with some silly balloons and ribbons made your day. Or was it that someone actually remembered it was your birthday and bothered to tape your locker? You breathed a sigh of relief. For another year, you won't be the loser who couldn't even get birthday paper taped to your locker. Good for you. For all it's worth, I didn't do it. I remembered your birthday, but I didn't decorate your locker. But you already knew that, didn't you?

~I had to laugh, though. I mean, snapping pictures of your locker sloppily covered with cheap wrapping paper and posting them on Instagram? What are you trying to say? That people actually care about your birthday? Oh, no! I got it. That YOU actually matter! Yeah, you matter on Instagram. Big deal. Do you have a real life? Do you matter in real life? Do you? Do you really want to know? Okay, I'll tell you.
~You matter to me. A lot. More than you think. You've mattered to me as long as I care to remember.
~You didn't know that? Come on! That can't be true! You're either lying to me or you're lying to yourself. Same thing. Even though I hang onto your every move, I bet you wouldn't even recognize me if I walked by and slapped you in the face. I'm talking to you, are you listening? Whatever. I suppose I can only hope you'll turn around and recognize me one day. Maybe.

~So how are your suicide plans coming along? Are you still game now that you know someone actually noticed you at school enough to remember your birthday? Don't you want to know who it is? If you did, would that complicate things? I mean, is it harder to die if you know someone might actually care about your death?
~Do you think your mom and dad would be hurt? Do you want them to get hurt? Is it because of what they did? What did they actually do to you?~
"Nothing! Okay? I don't wanna talk about it!"

~Of course you don't. What else is new? I'll talk about it for you. Your mom works crazy hours and travels a lot. She probably doesn't have much time left to notice your misery. Is that what's bugging you? Do you remember the time she came home with her job offer and sat down with you and your dad to discuss it? No? You don't? Maybe you were too busy feeling sorry for yourself because your dad told you he wouldn't get you that ridiculously expensive new computer you claimed you needed for your school projects. You got so mad your parents weren't willing to buy every stupid gadget you had to have, you resented your mom for staying home to take care of you instead of working. You got so good at piling crap on your folks, they started to believe your future depended on you having stuff.

~Guess what? I remember the whole conversation. I'll be happy to remind you. Your mom said she'd have to work late hours and travel a lot. Dad said it wasn't a good idea, that you would miss her. And that's when you had to open your mouth! Do you remember what you said? Do you?~
"I don't care if you work late! You haven't worked since I was born, and now you can't even afford to buy me a new computer I need for school! And look at this ridiculous cell phone! It's a joke! I'm a joke! Everyone at school's laughing at me because I have an archaic cell phone! If you love me, you'll get a job so I can get a life!"
~I see, you do remember, word for word. So how about your life? Did you get one? Are you in touch with your friends now that you have a cool phone? I saw your contacts, and they're pretty skimpy. Seems like you still don't have much of a life.

~And how about your important projects? Oh, I forgot. That was just a bunch of BS. You don't have any projects your old laptop cannot handle. Instead, you're really busy on all your social profiles. You're so busy in your virtual word, you don't even miss your mom.~
"I DO miss her, all right?"
~You don't say. Really? You know, she's always home on weekends. Maybe if you got out of your room and stayed long enough for her to notice you, you two could get along better. It might be too late now that you can't look her in the eye. I told you not to read her text messages. You little snoop. You got what you asked for. She told her friend she liked some guy from work. Is that why you don't like her now? You and your righteousness. Why did you have to open the text message and place her phone just so that your dad would see it? If you're such a tattler, why didn't you tell him yourself? A snitch is a snitch no matter what.~
"He deserved to know!"

~Did he? According to whom? You?~
"I wasn't thinking, all right? I only wanted him to know the truth."
~See? You think truth is important. So why are you mad at me for always telling you the truth? You did the same thing. Why is it okay for you to do it and not me? Is it because truth can be ugly? Is it because truth may complicate things? Or is it because truth is the magnifying mirror that lets you see all the enlarged pores, blackheads and ugly breakouts you want to cover with makeup and excuses? If this was an exam question, you already know the answer. All of the above. Check.
~I'm wondering, what do you think is the color of truth?~
"Pink."
~Pink? Why pink?~
"Pink seems innocent. For some reason, truth reminds me of innocence."

~I wish it was that easy. Your truth got you more than what you bargained for. Before your dad knew your mom texted about some hot, new guy in the office, he was just annoying. A dad who's always trying to be your buddy or a friend, so that you like him a little more. He was pretty clumsy at that, I admit. Always catching up on the latest teen slang, repeating the same stupid words in front of the very few so-called friends you were trying to impress. So you blamed your dad for your own inability to mingle. You even told him it was his fault your friends didn't want to have anything to do with you. You think that was okay?~
"No, it wasn't okay, all right?! They were mean to me! They ignored me, and when I said something, they laughed! There, I said it! Are you happy now?"
~That's not what you told your dad, though. Do you remember what you said? Do you?~

"My friends think you're weird. You always embarrass me. I don't have any friends because of you!"
~He believed you, you know. Of course you do. You saw his eyes. Shocked at first, but then they filled up with pain. You saw it, don't lie to me, you had to. There was so much pain in Dad's eyes, you could feel it digging into your core. It hurt like hell, didn't it? But not as much as it hurt him. Yeah! You're a real prize! Taking your anger out on the poor man who's done nothing but tried to be your friend. Well done.
~How did you feel after you saw your dad's reaction?~
"Awful. Lonely."
~How does lonely look like in your world?~
"Gray, dark gray."
~Why not black?~
"I'm reserving black for suicide."
~So the color of suicide is black. Hm... Why? Why not white?~
"I don't know. Maybe because I'll black out, so everything will be black anyway."

~You seem upset. Is it because I said the S word? You're the one who wants to commit it, not me.~
"What are you saying? That I don't really want to kill myself?"
~Do you?~
"Of course, I do! Why would I be planning all this if I didn't want to go through with it?"
~To gain time.~
"Gain time? For what?"
~To change your mind.~
"I already made up my mind. That's it! I'm not changing it. Leave me alone!"
~I'm not ready to do that. What? What are you looking at? I care! How many times do I have to repeat the same thing? I care about you! You may not like it, but that's the way it is. Can't help it.~
"You're only talking because I let you."
~So why don't you shut me up?~
"I'm trying. Shut up!"

~That's so lame. You know damn well you're not trying hard enough. Like I said, you're allowing me to speak because you want more time. You want time to go over every little reason why you're doing this. And you actually want me to challenge you every step of the way. You actually want me to talk you out of it.~
"What? Why would I do that?"
~Easy. Your twisted egotistical mind is too preoccupied with all your little problems and injustices and plans for the grand exit. It needs me to keep talking to make sure it doesn't forget any possible reasons left for you to stay.~
"So what?"
~Aren't you a bit presumptuous?~
"You said so yourself, you don't want to die with me. So, wouldn't you want to make sure there is absolutely nothing left for me worth staying for?"

~Maybe more arrogant than presumptuous. Yeah, arrogant. Why else would you want your dad to know your mom liked some guy at work? It was none of your business! But no, you had to butt in. He saw the text and said nothing. He stopped talking. You saw what he looked like. His world literally crumbled. You know what else? Your mom may like a guy, but it doesn't mean she'll go out with him or leave your dad. And you, my dear friend, didn't have the guts to tell your mom why Dad's not talking when she asked you.~
"What was I supposed to tell her?"
~How about coming clean? Oh, no, I forgot. You're too much of a coward to tell her what you did. Like I said, truth can be ugly. And it often cuts both ways. In the end, you all got hurt. Your mom, dad, and you too, I guess. I heard some of their arguments. We all got hurt.~
"Stop it, okay!? I screwed up! You happy now?"

~It's not about me. The question is, are YOU happy now? You're either sorry you opened your big mouth or glad your mom and dad are now bending over backwards to please you because they're fighting with each other. You're probably mad you snooped and found out about your mom in the first place. If that were an exam question, I'd say all of the above. Check.~

TWO
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I'll make sure I choose the right family next time I'm born
~Next time you're born? Is that what you think? That there'll be a next time? That you'll be born again after you die? Are you nuts? Is this the reason you think suicide is the answer? You don't like this life, so you'll sack it and wait for another one? I can't believe we're having this conversation!~
"We're not having a conversation, okay? You're the one doing all the talking! And I'm tired of listening to you!"

~You're tired! What do you think I am?! I'm pretty much sick of you! Let me tell you what will happen after you die. You'll be dead! That's what'll happen. There's no guarantee you'll ever come back as someone else. I wouldn't bet on it if I were you.
~Now let's see if I can add some catchy hashtags to this nonsense.~
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I'll make sure I choose the right family next time I'm born #LifeAfterDeath #BornAgain #parents #family #heaven #hell
~That's better. Let's say you could choose your parents. What would they be like?~
"I don't know. Cool."
~What color is cool?~
"Blue. Light Blue. Light blue feels cool but not cold."
~What color is cold?~
"Silver. Metallic silver. Like ice. Don't you think?"
~Definitely. So your new parents would be cool but not cold. I wonder how they would look with light blue skin. Ha, ha...~

"You're an idiot. They don't need to look any different than Mom and Dad. They just need to be more like my friends, I guess."
~Your dad tried that. It didn't work out very well, don't you remember?~
"Well, maybe not friends, but at least they would understand me better."
~What's there to understand?~
"What do you mean? Everything!"
~Everything?~
"You know, like what I want to do, what makes me happy or sad."
~Now we're talking! So, basically, your folks are clueless about you. Is that why you're so mad at them? Do you think it's all their fault? Like you're not at all responsible they don't know anything about you?~
"Maybe."

~Maybe! C'mon! It's like pulling teeth! Even I don't know what's wrong with you, and I spend practically every minute right beside you! What happened? What is it that you're so mad about? Is it the last conversation you overheard? They used the D word. Is that what's upsetting you?~
"Not really."
~Not really? What color do you see when you imagine your parents' divorce?~
"Red, bright red. It's the color of anger at first, and then it bursts into black splatters. The splatters turn the color of dark crimson. They flow towards me, and I run away. They flow faster and all come together, and soon there's dark crimson liquid up to my ankles. I try to run faster, but the liquid gets too thick. It's up to my knees, and I can barely walk. I push forward, but the gush of crimson slams me in the back, and I fall face down. All I see is dark red; my bloody palms scraping the bottom just before I drown."
~Is that how you'd feel if your parents left each other?~

"I don't know. That's how I see it when I close my eyes. It sucks if you can't trust anyone anymore, not even your own parents."
~Wait a minute! This isn't about them, is it? This is about you! You think they somehow wronged you, don't you? The dark crimson color is not as much about a divorce as it is about broken trust. You're angry at your folks because you think you can't trust them. You selfish little you!~
"So what? What's so selfish about trusting your parents to be there for you, to support you? That's all I ever wanted! Haven't you noticed? My whole life, I've been waiting for them to come through, to see the real me! And what did they do instead?"
~What did they do? Tell me.~
"They didn't care."
~Is that it?~
"And they took away the only dream I ever had."
~You mean— Was it—~

"Yeah. My music. Playing my guitar and singing my own songs was like a whole new life to me. It was my own world where I could be free and happy. I had my life all planned. I was going to record my own music one day, and I worked like crazy to be really good at it. Dad would always brag to everyone how awesome my music was, how good I could play the guitar, and what a great voice I had. And then I saw that audition post for the national show."
~Oh, no! I forgot about that. How could I?~
"I didn't. I will never forget what he said when I asked him to take me to the audition. Every teen who had ever watched the show will be there thinking they can sing or play an instrument even if they stink. I'm not going to stand all day in the line for you to audition just to get eliminated."
~Crap. I remember now. I must have blocked it, so I wouldn't.~

"I tried blocking it, but it didn't work. He didn't take me even when I promised to wait on my own and never ask for anything else. He was too damn lazy to give me just one day of his stupid, boring life. All of his being proud of me and my music was nothing but a big, fat lie."
~You're really mad, aren't you?~
"Wouldn't you be? It was my dream! He completely destroyed everything I lived for!"
~Did you tell him?~
"Of course not! I was mad as hell."
~So you gave up? Just like that? One missed audition?~
"No. I decided I'd practice even harder. I wanted to be so good no one would ever doubt me again. I'd practice every day after school, but by the time I got home, it was close to five and I had to do homework first. I only had like an hour left to practice and write songs. I knew I needed more time. I asked my mom if I could be home schooled instead."

~I remember! You had it all planned again! You're really into planning everything.~
"Yeah. I asked Mom and she said no. I asked again and again, and I kept asking every day for like a month. Her answer was always that they bought our house in our neighborhood so that I could go to the best public school in the county. It cost a lot of money, but they did it for me. She wasn't going to let me stay home instead of going to such a great school. Besides, she'd always said she didn't have time to teach me."
~Yeah.~
"That's a bunch of BS! She was home! She didn't work! She had all the time in the world!"
~You sure about that?~
"Who cares? It's too late now! I gave up playing. I never touched that guitar after that."
~You're right! You never did! How did I miss that?~

"Everyone did. Dad never asked me why I wasn't playing. He probably didn't even notice. Mom asked me a few times, but I said I wasn't into it anymore. She never put two and two together."
~Now I get it! When you said before that your parents did nothing, you really meant it, right?~
"Exactly. When I needed them most, they were too busy doing nothing for me."
~That's a shame. Your music was really good.~
"Didn't make much difference. First, I thought Dad just sucked at trying to be my friend, but he only did it because he wanted to be on my good side. In reality he was too lazy to give a damn about me. Mom didn't turn out to be any better."
~Why didn't you try harder? Why didn't you explain to them how much your music meant to you? Maybe they just didn't understand how serious you were.~

"It was useless. Mom got her job shortly afterwards. Maybe it wasn't so that she could buy me a new cell phone and a computer. Maybe she started working so that she wouldn't be home, and I couldn't ask her to home school me."
~You might be onto something. So, you never told anyone how much you cared about your music.~
"I did."
~Who?~
"Stanley."
~Oh, my gosh. I am so, so, sorry.~

THREE
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
today is exactly 13 months and 27 days since my best friend died
~Why aren't you asleep yet? Are you still crying?~
"Leave me alone."
~You're still crying for Stanley, aren't you? Here, let me help you.~
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
today is exactly 13 months and 27 days since my best friend died #friendship #death #TeenDeath #anger #grief #help
~You wanna talk about it?~
"Not really."
~It might help.~
"Help with what? I'm not changing my mind!"

~You don't have to. But why would you want to die if you haven't buried your best friend yet?~
"What? Buried my best friend? He's gone! We went to his funeral, remember? Last time I checked, people get buried right after their funeral."
~You know damn well that's not what I meant!~
"What did you mean then? Hmm? If you're so damn smart, tell me how I'm supposed to just forget about him!"
~You're not. You're not supposed to forget about him.~
"So what do you want me to do?"
~Let go. Let Stanley rest in peace, and let someone else fill his space. I'm tired of being the only one you're still talking to.~
"What's that supposed to mean?"

~Just look at yourself! Here, come here! Look at yourself in the mirror! See how pathetic you are? You're a loner! You barely talk to your folks. Granted, they're not model parents, but who is? Have you ever done the parenting thing? Maybe it's not the easiest job. You're not helping either. You get pissed and stop talking. Well, that's really helpful.~
"You're such a sarcastic jerk!"
~What do you want me to say? That I'm wrong? You know I'm not. But that's beside the point. I want you to tell me about Stanley.~
"You knew him."
~Not like you did.~
"What's the point?"
~I'd like to get to know him better.~
"It's too late now."
~I'd still like to get to see him through your eyes because if I do, maybe I'll understand you better. You do want me to make sure we don't miss any reason for you to stay, don't you?~

"Fair enough. Stanley was the greatest kid I've ever known. What else is there to say? I wouldn't even know where to begin."
~Okay. Was he cute? Smart? Was he good at sports? What kind of friend was he?~
"Girls were crazy about him. So, yeah, I guess he was cute. He was smart and an awesome tennis player. He had a lot of friends. Everyone liked him, and still he was nice."
~He was nice?~
"Yeah. I know it sounds cheesy, but he was nice. Stanley would never talk behind your back, and he'd never sneer or belittle you. It didn't matter if you were popular or no one knew who you were. Stanley would make you feel like he was on your side. He just didn't have a mean bone in his body."
~I see. He really was nice. What is the color of nice? Do you know?~
"Turquoise."
~Turquoise?~

"Isn't it a nice color? It's like a warm, wide open ocean. Have you ever met anyone who didn't think the color turquoise was nice?"
~I like it. I think it's nice. Did hanging out with Stanley feel like swimming in a warm, wide open ocean?~
"Kind of. You were free to be yourself with a lot of wiggle room. He kept the sharks at bay."
~Were there a lot of sharks?~
"There are sharks at every school. Middle or high school, it doesn't matter. Sharks are everywhere, and they'll eat you alive if you're not careful."
~Have you ever been bitten by a shark?~
"Yeah. I have a few battle scars, I suppose. Once I was running late from third period. I didn't have time to zip my backpack, and as I ran from one hallway to the next, my backpack slid from my shoulder, tilted, and my old cell phone went flying out. It slid across the entire atrium and right under Brenna Greer's foot."
~You mean the tall, totally popular Brenna Greer?~

"That one."
~What did she do?~
"You'd think someone that popular would have at least an ounce of nice in them. But no, not Brenna. She turned out to be the great white. She picked up my cell phone and called out, OMG what is this? Is this some kind of an alien contact device? It can't be for human use, they stopped making phones that looked like Frisbees like a hundred years ago! All I could see were her sharp shark teeth as she laughed while everyone around laughed with her. She didn't bite off my arm, but I was hurting like crazy anyway. My face was burning, and my heart was racing. I had no comeback line. My mind was totally blank. The pulse in my ears was so intense, I didn't even hear Stanley talking to Brenna. I finally noticed him after he pushed the cell phone into my hand."
~So you don't know what he said to her?~

"I think he thought I was all shook up because we walked together to the fourth period. I guess I never noticed it before, but we had fourth period together all along. I was still in a daze, but at least I could hear him speak to me. Don't worry about her, everyone knows she's mean. People are afraid to stand up to her because they think she's popular. They'll laugh at every stupid thing she says. I told him I was so upset, I didn't hear a thing he said to Brenna; but Stanley told me what he said to her. You don't even recognize a European antique? I thought you knew what's trendy and what's not. I wanted to get one on our vacation, but these are ridiculously expensive. You better give it back because if you break it, you're gonna have to pay like eight or nine hundred bucks. I think that's what they go for these days. We were both laughing like crazy, and I wondered if Brenna believed him. Stanley just waved his hand as he dismissed her. She's so self-absorbed she didn't dare to argue with me. I mean, what if I was right and she didn't know the phone was some super expensive European gadget? That would ruin her reputation, and you know Brenna Greer! Her reputation is everything! We both burst out laughing again. Stanley patted my back as we walked into the fourth period."

~You're right. Stanley was probably the nicest kid I'd ever known.~
"Not probably. He WAS the nicest kid we'd ever known."
~When did you two become such good friends?~
"Shortly after the cell phone incident. I don't know if I was his best friend, but he was mine. I went to his tennis matches, we hung out, and he helped me with math."
~What was the best thing about your friendship?~
"Being Stanley's friend meant no one would bother me at school. We sat together in the cafeteria; I would not have to worry about finding a study group; I could walk down the hallway without people looking at me funny. I lived under the radar. It was great. I could finally breathe freely without constantly looking over my shoulder."
~What is the color of friendship?~
"Blue. Baby blue."
~Why baby blue?~
"Stanley's friendship was like a security blanket over me. Safe and warm. I could relax, kind of like a baby."

~And it all started with your old cell phone. Wait a second! It really wasn't the computer you wanted. You snapped because you hated your phone, didn't you?~
"Every time I was with Stanley, I remembered the phone incident. I can't even tell you how many times I relived the embarrassment in my head. I hated the fact that I couldn't stand up to Brenna Greer. I hated myself. My old phone reminded me of how weak I was."
~You really thought that if you had a better phone people like Brenna wouldn't pick on you?~
"I wanted to believe it. It was the easiest thing to believe."
~That's why you snapped and blamed your mom.~
"She was partly to blame, wasn't she? I mean, she didn't need to be home anymore. She could have gone to work, and we all could've been better off. That's what happened anyway."
~I guess.~
"What do you mean you guess? That's what happened!"

~Let's say you were right. You had a crappy phone, and kids made fun of you. So you got a new, cool one. Did they stop picking on you?~
"Sure."

~No! Don't kid yourself! That's not what happened! They stopped picking on you because you were friends with Stanley! It had nothing to do with your phone, you liar!~
"Why are you calling me a liar?"
~Because you tell all these stories about this and that, and how everyone's to blame for your misery, and then you believe your own lies. Is that supposed to make you feel better?~
"What's gotten into you? Why are you so mean?"
~Why? I'll tell you why. I'm tired of listening to your whining. Seems like everything that happens to you is everyone else's fault but yours. Have you ever asked yourself why you're so miserable? I don't mean sad because your parents argue or because your best friend is dead. I mean, why is it that you don't want to connect with anyone anymore? Not even me!~

"Because it's not worth it."
~What's not worth it?~

"This whole thing—this life. When Stanley was around, I'd get up in the morning and see so many colors. It was as if I had my own flock of unicorns. I'd have to laugh because the intensity of colors was so great, it would tickle my eyes. And then Stanley was gone. And just like that, all the unicorns ran away, except one. It turned to look at me and, for a moment, I thought I saw Stanley's reflection in its eye. But it was just a tear—one huge, sparkling tear. The teardrop freed itself and slowly ran down the unicorn's cheek. It began to change color. The see-through, colorless teardrop darkened; and before it dropped to the floor, it was dark gray. It fell with a thud, and soon one teardrop turned into a million unicorn tears that flooded my room, my heart and my mind. I'd never been lonelier in my entire life. From then on, all I could see when I got up was gray. There was so much gray, I thought every day I'd rather stay in bed. I struggled to get up and pretend my life was normal as usual."


FOUR
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
an angry unicorn threw sparkles at me − they cut my eyes like a serrated knife − from that day on all I could see was gray
~Why don't you like hashtags? Look at all these followers you’ve got. Over two hundred people stumbled over my hashtags. Don't you think that's awesome?~
"It's awesome."
~Thanks for the overdose of enthusiasm. Is that really all there is? The gray?~
"Pretty much."
~If that's the case, I’ve got some words I want to use here. How do you like this tweet?~

Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
an angry unicorn threw sparkles at me − they cut my eyes like a serrated knife − from that day on all I could see was gray #depression #loss #loneliness #unicorn
"Unicorn? Why did you put a unicorn in there?"
~You're right. I should have tweeted BadUnicorn.~
"What?"
~You tweeted that it scratched your eyes, didn't you?~
"You know I didn't mean it like that."
~Then what exactly did you mean? Why don't you come out and say it for what it is?~
"What is this? Some kind of a psychobabble? What do you want me to say?"
~What did the unicorn do to you?~
"Go stuff yourself."
~What did the unicorn do to you?!~
"What difference does it make?"
~You wimpy little shit! Blaming your gray world on a poor unicorn! Look at me! There's nothing wrong with your vision! Look at me and tell me what color I am!~

"Crazy! You're crazy color! Leave me alone!"
~Not before you tell me what color crazy is.~
"It's the ugliest orange you can imagine. It's like a rotten orange. It has that musty, moldy, citrusy smell. It tastes so bad, your jawbone goes stiff and your mouth is sour even if you don't eat it."
~So, I'm a rotten citrus fruit, hm?~
"Ha, ha, ha...."
~Very funny. Thanks a lot, pal. After all I've done for you, I'm nothing but a rotten, moldy orange. That's great.~
"Sorry."
~No, you're not. I don't care, though. I still want to know why you're blaming the unicorn. That poor horse with a horn on its head would never cut your eyes so bad they'd turn colorblind. So what is it exactly that makes you see everything gray? There's nothing wrong with your eyes. I know that. Tell me, please. You owe it to yourself.~
"Stop bugging me. Yes, I'm lonely and it's depressing. Okay? Are you happy now?"

~I'm happy for the unicorn. That poor horse didn't deserve such a bad rap.~
"I'm tired. I don't wanna talk anymore."
~Go to bed. You're no fun. We'll continue tomorrow.~
Alex Wilson retweeted 
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
an angry unicorn threw sparkles at me − they cut my eyes like a serrated knife − from that day on all I could see was gray #depression #loss #loneliness #unicorn
~Hey! Look at this! Someone retweeted our unicorn tweet to nine thousand and twenty-eight followers! And look at your account! You got more than a hundred new followers since last night!~
"Who cares."
~I care! Now we have over three hundred.~
"We? Last time I checked this was my account."
~When is the last time you checked? I'm the one doing all the checking. You haven't looked at Twitter all day today.~
"I was at school. I was busy."
~Yeah, right. Anyway, we need to finish our talk.~

"Finish what?"
~What happened to Stanley.~
 "What about him? You know everything. I don't need to go there."
~I think you do.~
"No! I don't!"
~You see?~
"You see what?"
~You see how badly you need to go back and tell me everything.~
"You already know everything. You've been there."
~Tell me. Please.~
"I can't."
~Why not?~
"It hurts too much. See? You're making me cry all over again."
~Maybe you haven't cried enough.~
"Are you kidding me? Ever since I learned he died I’ve cried myself to sleep just about every night. Don't you remember what happened at the funeral? Dad had to take me outside I was that loud. I was so out of it!"
~Please. Please tell me.~
"I wouldn't even know where to begin."
~How about the gymnasium? The morning you got off the bus and went to the gym to wait for the bell?~

"It was supposed to be like any other day. We got off the bus and went to wait in the gym for the bell before we were allowed to go to the classrooms. Even though it was already 8:40, the bell didn't ring. I was Googling some stuff when I overheard Nikki and Chloe. They were sitting in the row behind me, and I heard every word they said to each other. It went like this:
"I had the weirdest dream last night," Nikki said.
"Tell me," Chloe said.
"I was at home and someone rang my doorbell. I opened the front door and there was Stanley standing outside. He looked kind of sad. I don't think I said anything to him. He just looked at me and said, 'I'm going to miss you, Nikki.' That's it. He disappeared before I could say anything," Nikki said.
"Are you two still dating?" Chloe said.
"No," Nikki said, "we're just good friends."

"You sure about that? I mean, you're dreaming about the guy." I turned around and saw Chloe shrug and wink at Nikki. They both giggled.
"I was getting bored because it was now 9 a.m. and still no bell. People were kind of looking around when the gym door opened and the principal, both assistant principals, the school counselor and pretty much all of the teachers marched in like a procession. They seemed pretty grim. We were confused, thinking someone did something illegal and they came to investigate or something. We didn't know what was happening. And then the principal spoke out. I still remember her every word. I was in such shock, I think my mind remembered everything so that I would listen to it later because there was no way I was willing to believe what the principal said right there and then."
~What did the principal say?~

"We have very sad news. One of our students, Stanley Mannick, died last night. It was a tragic accident. We do not have much detail, but those of you who need help will be able to get it in our school. We have counselors from the whole county who will be stationed in various offices. Please do not hesitate to come and talk to them. We encourage each and every one of you to seek their counsel. They are professionals trained in helping you in the grieving process and in everything you may need in the next couple of weeks. There won't be any lessons in classrooms today. You are all encouraged to speak to one another, to your teachers, and, of course, to our trained counselors. E-mails went out to all of your parents. Now let's take a moment and remember Stanley in silence."
~I'm so sorry.~
"Ahhh...."
~Here, come here. Hush, baby, hush. Here's a tissue. Blow your nose.~
"Ahhh!"

~I guess you haven't cried enough. It's good for you. Here, let me hold your heart. It's still bleeding.~
"Why? Why did you make me do this?"
~So that I could see where the hole is.~
"What hole?"
~The hole in your heart. The one that's still bleeding.~
"Ahhh.... What are you talking about?"
~I haven't seen you cry this bad since Stanley's funeral. In fact, every time your eyes would well up with tears, you'd shut them so no one would see what was happening. Crying yourself to sleep is not the same as letting your tears flush your pain when you're wide awake.~
"What's wrong with not wanting others see me cry?"
~What's wrong? Can't you see? You shut your eyes to your own self! You shut them to me! You won't let me see what's hurting you. You don't want to find what's missing! You won't let yourself grieve the loss of your friendship. You're scared to free yourself from the ghost of your one and only true friend.~

"No! That's not true!"
~Of course it is, and you know it. Look at me. Look at me!~
~Okay, good. Now sit back down, wipe your eyes, and let's start all over again.~
"Start what?"
~The day at the gym. You said so yourself—you blocked everything out. You were in shock. Your mind had to remember everything so that you could listen to it later because there was no way you were willing to believe what the principal had said right there and then. It's time to listen. Both you and me. You have to do it. Remember, you want to die for crying out loud! How can you do it if you haven't dealt with the one death that still lingers in your thoughts? You owe it to Stanley, and you owe it to yourself. Face it, make peace with it, and let it go. You must first forgive Stanley for leaving you. You must properly bury the memory of his life if he is to become immortal in your heart.~
"I have no idea what you're trying to say."
~Do you want to die or not?~

"Yes. Of course, I do."
~Fine. Suit yourself. But I think you'd be making a huge mistake if you refuse to go over Stanley's death in detail and keep your feelings locked in as if it happened to someone else.~
"What are you talking about?"
~DEATH! I'm talking about DEATH! Why are you so hell-bent on dying? I'll tell you why! You think it's the only way out! You even think it's glorious!~
"I never said that!"
~You didn't have to. You still did not give me a single good reason why you want to die. I think you don't have a good enough reason. That's why you're still listening to me. That's why you're still buying time. That's why you're hoping I'll talk you out of it. Isn't it? Of course it is. It's all of the above. Check.

~Well, I got news for you. I won't. I won't talk you out of it. I will not be your way out of this. Not anymore. I've had enough. I've had enough of listening to your pathetic, sorry ass attitude. You want to die? Be my guest. The only thing I'll make you do, though, is go back and remember every single thought that went through your pathetic, lonely mind after Stanley died.~
"Why? Why would I do that?"

~I'm giving you a chance to witness what it may be like after you're gone. That's what this is all about, isn't it? To make everyone pay? To shock everyone into grief and confusion, just like Stanley did. Here's the fact: YOU WILL BE DEAD. You will not be able to see or hear any of this. Once you die, you're gone. There's no guarantee you'll turn up as a ghost somewhere like Stanley in Nikki's dream. You'll be gone, and you won't be able to hear anyone talking about you or see any of the posts people will write for weeks, or even months if you're lucky. So, tell me about Stanley. Your story may end up being a copycat of his. I'm giving you a chance to experience what it might be like when you die while you're still alive.~
"This is so insane!"
~Is it? Is it any more insane than committing suicide?~
"Okay. I'll try. Ugh, this is crazy. Where do I begin?"
~How about when the principal left the gym?~

"Chloe gasped and said, It wasn't a dream. He came to say goodbye to you, Nikki. Nikki started to sob uncontrollably, and so did I. I didn't even need to look around the gym. Pretty much everyone was either in shock or crying. It didn't matter if you knew him or not. He was a teenager like us. He could have been any one of us. I think that's what hit home. The fact that it took so little. One minute, it was school as usual. The next, we'd never be the same."

FIVE
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I wish we could turn back time
~Let's take a look at your followers. Hm, except for this one, they're all teenagers. Close to a thousand now. I bet you that dude's retweet helped since he had so many followers. That's awesome.~
"What's so awesome about it?"
~Don't you like followers? Everybody likes followers.~
"I don't care."
~Well, I do. Here, I'll tweak this. I want even more followers.~

Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I wish we could turn back time #time #TimeTravel #regrets #sadness #heartbreak #teens #anger #mistakes #suicide #TeenSuicide #follow
"I don't like your hashtags."
~Too bad. I tweeted it. You need to stop fidgeting. You were supposed to talk about Stanley. So, no more tweeting. Go.~
"The whole day was a blur. I remember walking through hallways and everyone looked like a ghost, hunched over, quiet, wide open, glazed eyes. It was like a zombie movie set—eerily surreal. When I got to class, most of the kids were sitting in a circle holding hands. I'd never imagined all those kids coming together like that. You know, the jocks, the pretty girls, the nerds, the losers, all of us were doing the same thing: crying, holding onto each other, scared and completely shocked. Ahh...."
~Don't worry, I'm still holding your heart. It's lost a lot of blood, but your tears are helping to wash it away.~

"Our homeroom teacher, Ms. Kelly, didn't really know what to say. She talked about pain and coping, but she barely held it together herself. In the end, she excused herself. Something about being a mom. She ran out of the classroom. One of the counselors came in later, but I really have no clue what he said to us. Like I said, the entire day was a blur. I didn't block it on purpose. I think everyone felt the same."
~I don't think you blocked it. It's a trick of the mind. Something like self-preservation or a shock absorber, if you will. It's a good thing.~

"By the time I got home Mom already knew. She was bawling her eyes out. I've never seen her cry like that. It was weird. My mom didn't even know Stanley that well. I mean, she saw him a couple of times and maybe I mentioned him, but she never talked to him or anything like that. Yet, she was so out of it, she made me feel even worse. My whole world collapsed. I shut my bedroom door, and all I could think about was Stanley's death."
~What color is Stanley's death?~
"Brown. Dark Brown. Like mud and ashes and dried up blood all mixed together. That's all I saw around me. The dirt he was going to be buried in, the ashes he'd turn into, the blood that was pouring out of my heart just thinking about him. Ahhh...."
~Here, take the tissue. I'm holding your heart tightly. It's beating faster, but I think it's bleeding a little less now.~

"My head was hurting like never before. I wasn't crying, I was howling. I didn't care if the whole world knew how horrible the pain inside me was."
~Death isn't pretty, is it? How does she look like to you?~
"Scary."
~What color is scary?~
"Yellow. Bright yellow, almost gold."
~Yellow? Gold?~
"It's so bright, it blinds you. When you're blind you can't see what scares you. If you can't see it, you're scared a little less."
~What else does she look like?~
"I wrote about her the day Stanley died."
~Can I see it?~
"Here, you can read this on your own."

Her hollow eyes pierce through my mind, carving a void that grows within my fading self. She’s inching forward, drifting through, her indistinct body cloaking me in a soft haze, numbing my senses, weighing my eyes. A hissing hum escapes from her silent voice, sealing my ears from the calling of reason. A sweet breeze blows from her empty lips, poisoning the air I’m trying to breathe. I’m blinded by darkness, veiled in a curtain of thoughtlessness, covered by a blanket of pain, buried alive in a tomb of emptiness.
She’s whispering in my ear, 'Death is not final. I am the beginning of life. Life thereafter.'
She raises her arms, embracing me gently. I close my eyes to look inside. All I see is darkness; my soul is so wicked, it laughs mockingly in the face of my date. A date with Death that may last forever. My unconscious mind allows my date to embrace me, to take me away from my being.

'It’s easier to believe death is not final. Death is beginning of life thereafter,' she whispers.
My Death is gentle and soothing. It’s only the moment it comes that’s raw. Only a moment, but it seems to last forever when the pain runs through my veins and burns like liquid steel. It’s like drowning in a shallow water, senseless. I'm unable to escape. It’s like flying and falling at the same time; like inhaling fire and exhaling ice.
The moment I surrender to Death is lonely. It burns itself into my core like an imprint marking the end, like a seal of fate.
She's whispering to me again, 'It’s comforting to think death is not final. Death is beginning of life thereafter. Life postponed, until next time.'
~It's as poetic as it is creepy. I love it and hate it at the same time. I must say, MJ, you got some pretty strange ideas of what Death is like.~

"I don't write music and lyrics anymore, but I still like to write stuff like this in my journal sometimes. I really didn't give it that much thought. I began writing, and the words just came to me. Now that I read it again, it does sound a little creepy."
~You wrote this the day you learned about Stanley's death? How come I don't remember you doing that?~
"I think we disconnected. Like I said, my world crumbled, and everything in it was a blur. You were a blur."
~I was scared. I worried about you. I watched how much pain you were in. I guess I didn't see anything else.~
"See? You were scared. It blinded you, too. I was right. Scary is bright yellow. It blinds us all."
~Was the day of Stanley's death the first time you started to think about suicide?~
"I guess it was. Yeah, definitely."

~That's what I thought. What you wrote wasn't about Stanley. It was about you. Do you understand now what I meant by you not burying your best friend? Even when he died, all you could write about was your own death. How could you be so self-centered?~
"Self-centered? What did you expect me to write about? How he died? I had no clue how he died! No one told us! We had to piece it together with bits and pieces of information. I was going insane! I could not even picture my one and only friend in the last minutes of his life! For days I could not even find out how and where he died! No one would tell us! It was horrible! It was like he still lingered around because none of us knew what really happened!"
~Hush, baby. Your heart is beating too fast again. You must still be very angry.~
"Angry? How about mad as hell!? How would you like to think about your best friend not knowing if he was okay somewhere in the terrible, lonely darkness?"

~I'm so sorry. I was with you the whole time back then, but I had no idea how you felt. We must have really disconnected. I'm really sorry.~
"You know nothing about me, but you're too damn busy criticizing me, like everyone else."

~You're not helping. Getting to know you is like pulling teeth. I already said that. We're supposed to be one—you with your egotistical mind and me, your often neglected soul. But you're making it awfully difficult for me to want to stay with you. I'm all about space and expansion. When you die, I'll become a part of something much bigger. Eternal. To tell you the truth, I often feel the same way you do because a soul is miserable when it is restricted by rules and obligations. But for now, we have to make peace with one another. I wish you listened. No matter how much I scream, you choose to ignore me. I am at a disadvantage because I have no hands I can use to smack you or legs I could kick you with. I'm but an inner voice trapped deep within you, a voice that whispers or shouts at you and never leaves, no matter how much you want me to. How did we separate? It seems we grew so much apart, it's like we do not even belong in the same being. It's sad, especially now that you want to end this life. I honestly want to understand you better. Will you let me? Will you answer my questions?~

"Whatever."
~That's good enough for me. Why was it so important for you to know how Stanley died?~
"Wouldn't you wanna know? Imagine you found out someone you really cared about died. The first thing you'd ask would be How? Don't you think?"
~Probably.~
"Of course you would. Isn't it what everyone asks? In order to believe someone is dead, you must know how and when. That's the only thing that marks the real end. Especially if the end was not supposed to happen."
~What do you mean it was not supposed to happen?~
"Are kids or teens supposed to die?"
~Oh.~

"You see what I'm getting at? If someone who's young suddenly dies, you know something went wrong. And the less you know about what it was, the more desperate you are to find out. It could be an accident, suicide, even murder. He could have died instantly, not so quickly or even suffered something unimaginable. You simply must know because that not knowing can drive you crazy. You start imagining the worst, the most horrible death there is, and once you imagine the most horrible death there is, even the worst possible kind springs to mind. That's how insanity gradually sucks her tentacles onto your mind, slowly pulling you even deeper into the darkness of your soul. Your vivid imagination is all you’ve got left, and you begin to believe your worst nightmares."
~Is that what happened to you? And, by the way, you really think I'm dark? Oh, my gosh, that's mean! Why would you say the darkness of your soul?~
"Honestly, I don't know. People say that a lot."

~Well, that's a pretty irresponsible statement, especially considering most people have no idea what a soul is.~
"Maybe they don't, but I think I do."
~Seriously? Indulge me, please!~
"It's my irritating inner voice that never leaves or shuts up no matter how many times I ask to be alone . It's my subconscious self that lurks in my sleep and waking hours. It's the ethereal being that is nowhere and everywhere inside and around me. It's my companion, my enemy, and my conscience all in one."
~I'm not sure I like your description of me, but I don't hate it either. So, not knowing what happened to Stanley must have really done a number on you.~

"Yeah. I spent all night wide awake thinking every possible horrible thing that could have happened. I believed the worst so much, I cried as if I was the one who died. My mind kept replaying Stanley's death over and over until I believed I was mad. I wasn't the only one thinking like that. There were others going through the same thing. I saw all kinds of posts people were posting. So many questions, almost no answers."
~What do you think is the color of insanity?~
"It's not one color. It's many colors whirling together. There are so many colors, you can't tell them apart. As soon as you think you recognize one, it turns into something else. You try to concentrate on which color makes the most sense, but they're all there, twisting and swirling around in one wild, crazy mess."
~When did you guys finally learn about what happened to Stanley?~

"A couple of days later we were told he killed himself at home. So we thought it was a suicide. We still didn't know how. It wasn't until another day passed that we finally learned the truth."
~I know. I must have come out of my own blur. I remember so little, and what's even worse, I remember almost none of your anxiety. It's wild how you blocked me out so completely, you probably didn't realize you did it. Tell me the rest.~
"Why? You know the rest."
~I already told you, you have to go over the details if you ever want to properly bury your friend.~

"He was playing this game. I don't know how because it's something you do with others watching over you making sure you're safe. I don't know how he did it by himself. You tie a rope around your neck, and two other people each hold the end of the rope. They pull on the two ends until the rope tightens so much around your neck you cannot breathe. They wait until you black out. Usually, there's a third person to catch you when you pass out so that you don't fall and get hurt. Then they loosen the loop so you can get some air and come to."
~You call that a game?~
"Whatever."
~No! Not ‘whatever!’ It got your friend killed! How can you say whatever?~
"Be quiet! Don't you think I know how dangerous it is? You don't do it alone. You're supposed to be with others to keep an eye on you, okay?"
~Suffocating yourself until you black out is supposed to be okay when you do it in groups? Are you out of your mind?~

"I've never done it! Stop judging me! There's a lot worse stuff people do to get high, trust me."
~Like I don't know it.~
"So why are you yelling at me? I thought you said we were having a quiet conversation!"
~No, we're not! It's hard to keep calm when you talk about something so stupid, so pointless, something that can get you killed, like it was the most normal thing kids do these days!~
"I'm not saying it's normal. We all know it's dangerous; but, in a way, that's why we do it. Well, some of us."
~So Stanley choked himself to death?~
"He didn't mean to. What I heard later was that he was alone in his room, and he tied one end of the rope to a door knob. As he blacked out he fell, and the rope tightened instead of eased. He suffocated. I suppose he never even realized he was dying, at least I hope he didn't. I'd like to believe he was high, blacked out, and he floated into oblivion as he died."

~It was such a senseless death. It should not have ever happened. Stanley did not intend to die.~
"That's the worst thing about it. He didn't want to end his life. He was a great, happy kid. He had everything going for him. He was living a happy life. One mistake, one silly decision to get a little high, and his life was gone, just like that. It still eats me up more than anything else."
~Why haven't YOU tried the choking game?~
"No one invited me to play with them."
~So you didn't do it not because you were smart but because you didn't get invited? Would you have done it if someone asked you to?~
"I don't know. Maybe."
~What is it about danger that's so appealing to you?~

"The high. The exhilaration. When you're in real danger, not something perceived, adrenaline shoots through your veins and you come alive. It's so different from what you're used to day after day in a typical middle class, suburban neighborhood. I think some kids are just bored. You know, like they've done this and that, and now they're looking to try something else. All you have to do is start a rumor about some new thing that's gonna make you feel awesome. You know, invincible, out of this world. Yeah, out of this world is right. Everybody wants to leave this place at some point or another. We just don't do it every time we feel like it."
~What is it about this world? Why do you think kids like you do crazy stuff just to escape it for a little while?~

"It's many things. First, it's the bubble. We live in a bubble. Look outside and what do you see? Each house resembles the next. The streets are alike, we all go to the same school, our parents want the same things, and we're expected to do just as they say. It's pathetic if you think about it. Every other kid in our school is in some kind of an honors class. Hell, I'm in two honors classes, and I don't believe for a minute I belong there. I'm not any smarter than anyone else, so sooner or later, we all end up in some kind of an honors class. It's a joke. I swear if I see one more post by some duped parent bragging about how his kid is better than everyone else, I'm gonna puke.

"Some not-so-successful parents pressure their kids into becoming something they failed to become when they were teenagers themselves. And the successful parents pressure their kids to be even more successful than they are. You see this every day. I've even seen kids bringing in psychiatric evaluation notes claiming they had some sort of an exotic syndrome so that they could take untimed tests. That gives them a huge advantage, and they'll laugh in your face while they admit their cheating parents paid the doctor to write that nonsense and that there's actually nothing wrong with them. How do you compete with that? My parents would never lie for me even if it meant me failing an entire grade! They want me to live in this bubble, but they won't bring in enough oxygen to prevent me from suffocating to death."
~Would you feel any better if your parents were willing to cheat for you?~

"No. I have no respect for cheaters. I just want Mom and Dad to be ready to cheat for me, not actually do it."
~I think what you're asking is more that they'd find a better way to show you they love you because they're not very good at showing you that.~
"I guess."
~So what are the other things you don't like about the world you live in?~
"The pressure. It's everywhere. This may sound weird, but there's so much going on today that we have to block it out most of the time. Everyone's anxious and impatient. You can't turn on a TV without feeling like the world's coming to an end. Everybody's arguing with everybody else. Kids are caught in the middle. It's like a pressure cooker. Do you know what I mean?"
~Tell me. What is it like to be cooked in a pressure cooker?~

"You get up, and the first thing that's expected of you is to excel at school. Everybody's competing for grades, honors, sports scores, and, of course, the most important, popularity. School is like a shark infested ocean where you swim as fast as you can and try not to get bitten. The best case is when you're accepted as you are, but that's very rare. Stanley got lucky. If you're not that lucky, you can be accepted as someone else—someone you pretend to be—and hope no one will blow your cover. One possibility is no one will notice you. I like that one. The worst case is people will pick on you, mostly because they need to pick on someone. You can't be the popular one without having someone else way below you in the pecking order. There will always be some smaller fish for the sharks to feed on.

"Kids group themselves into all these lame categories based on the kind of clothing you wear, the stuff you own, the neighborhood you live in, the sport you play, the way you look, or whatever stupid group someone comes up with. They think they're awesome and cool, but they're not. I just want to pick some of these kids' heads and pop them. People will do anything to be accepted. Even if it means you have to make others believe you're cool, like you're a daredevil, completely oblivious to danger. A lot of kids think living dangerously is attractive because they're too scared to do it themselves. So, if someone does something dangerous, he's instantly popular."
~Is that part of the pressure cooker?~

"Yeah. Someone always comes up with something stupid to do, and there are always kids that follow. Sooner or later, you feel like you have to do it too. That's the pressure—you want to blend in. And then you come home and the first thing you're asked is What did you do at school? Did you get any grades? Not Are you glad it's over for the day? The worst thing is, it's never over. After you do the homework stuff and mute the TV, you have to see what's happening on Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, and who knows where else. You can't miss a day for someone might notice you're missing and post something crazy that's not even remotely true. You have to be liked, and you have to have followers. No matter what, you have to matter. At least virtually."
~So the pressure cooker adds a little virtual reality to your actual life.~

"Yeah. On one hand, it's an escape. You don't have to look anyone in the eye; you can talk without actually speaking to someone in front of you; you can write and double check your words before you post them. You can't do any of that face to face. On the other hand, your virtual world is anything but escape. The world you create on your social sites can be even more intimidating than the real one. You can defend yourself from a rumor when you're there in front of the people whispering behind your back. But how do you defend yourself on a site where someone posts something that's mean or not true? By the time you respond there are hundreds of comments that just make the rumor that much more real. You can't defend yourself there. You just have to hope each time you log on to these sites that you will find nothing important, nothing that'll hurt you, nothing that'll turn you into someone you're not."
~Why did you even start going on Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram...~

"Everyone's on it. You can't be the only one who is not. I didn't have a choice. I wanted to be like everyone else."
~What color is your teenage world?~
"Light green like key lime pie. Everything's young and growing. The more filling you eat, the more sour it tastes until the crust is all that's left. Brown, dry crust both sweet and tasteless at the same time. It's hard to figure out if you like it or not.
~I think the color of your world is weird.~
"Me too."
~What if you found people who were just like you? What if you didn't need to have a whole other life on your social sites? Would you talk to them and try to make some real friends?~
"I don't know. I'm not sure. I mean, what do you say? How do you ask someone to be your friend?"

~It's a lot easier to send a friend request, isn't it? It probably doesn't hurt all that much when that friend doesn't accept your friendship. I mean, it's not real, so who cares, right? You can send out a bunch of new friend requests. Someone will accept you eventually.~
"Maybe. There's a lot less pressure that way."
~I still don't get it. You're describing a busy, wired kind of life. Why did you say some kids play dangerous games out of boredom?~

"I don't think everyone's bored. I know I am, and so are a lot of people in my school. But it's not boredom because we have nothing to do. It's the opposite—it's because our lives are so wired. We tune out most of what's going on. It comes to a point when you're pulled in so many directions, you have no other option but to tune out. You can still do everything without giving it much thought. Everything's kind of a blur again. I don't know how else to explain it. It's like we're saying, Yeah, yeah, yeah. We function like robots. We don't think about it; we just do what everyone expects us to do. On one hand, we're living the lives our parents planned for us. On the other hand, we're doing everything we can to escape by clinging to the Internet, TV and video games, hoping to find stories we could recreate for real in our own pathetic, predefined, monotonous lives.

"For too many of us, what we do day in and day out is not really a part of our being. We're still looking for the meaning of why we're here, and what is it that'll make us happy. We want to be able to tell our own stories. You know, do something we actually have fun doing and see something crazy happen. We all want stories to tell. You know what I mean? It's something that just makes you feel alive, like you know who you are and what your purpose is."
~Wow! That's deep. You really think about stuff like that?~
"Sometimes. But that's exactly why I tune out everything else because it makes no sense anyway. This life, this world, me in it. Why? Why do I need to be here? What difference does it make if I exist or not? I don't have any stories. All I do every day is try not to be noticed at school, not to be the loser. If that's all there is, I might as well be dead. I can't get hurt if I'm dead."

~Please don't say that. It hurts me to hear you speak like that. I already told you how much I care about you. You're not invisible, and you're not unimportant. You do matter. Your existence matters to me.~
"You're only saying it because if I die, you'll have to go too."
~That's not true. I always cared about you. What's wrong with wanting to stay and see what happens tomorrow? Don't you want to know what happens tomorrow?~
"No. It's gonna be the same old crap."
~No wonder you're depressed. Do you hear yourself? You're stuck in some past moment of your life, and you closed yourself in it as if the world around never changed. I’ve got news for you, my friend. NOTHING, absolutely nothing is ever the same. The world around you is in constant motion. It's like you can never cross the same river twice. Once you cross, the water that washed your feet is gone. The next time you cross, your feet will splash in different water altogether.

~That's life. You cannot re-live the same moment. You, your life and everything in it changes the moment you live it. Your biggest mistake is that you chose to remain stuck in some moment or a feeling of your past experience and pretend nothing's ever changed. Why don't you just get out of the pressure cooker? You don't need to die to get out. It's your world, too. Can't you figure out a way to make it better for yourself? You have music, so why can't you go back and play? There's a lot that's good about being a teenager. You're not alone. Isn't there another Stanley somewhere waiting to find a new friend?~
"I think most of us are scared to open the lid. My mom once cooked something in a pressure cooker and opened the lid too quickly. It exploded like a bomb."
~What are you scared of?~
"Being alone. If I'm the only one who escapes the pressure cooker, then I'll be all alone. No one will care."
~And so you do what everyone else does until you have enough.~

"Exactly."
~And now you think you’ve had enough.~
"Exactly."

SIX
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I'd give anything to know if people who died can still hear and see us
~You wish. This is about Stanley again, isn't it?~
"Of course. Who else?"
~Dude, do you see what I see? The last tweet got over ninety retweets. Now we have over fifteen hundred followers! This is crazy. The more depressing your tweets, the more followers you get! What is this world coming to? Ugh. I'm not sure I should hashtag this one.~
"Why not? Are you worried we'll get a bunch of desperate suicidal weirdos retweeting us?"

Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I'd give anything to know if people who died can still hear and see us #ghosts #LifeAfterDeath #TeenSuicide #GhostBusters #RT #follow
~I tweeted it. I hope it wasn't a mistake. Tell me, if you knew Stanley could hear you from wherever he is, what would you say to him?~
"That I miss him more than anything in this world. That I hate it he missed the past fourteen months. That I wish I told him how much his friendship meant to me. That I was going to I tell him he was the best guy that ever lived. That... Ahhh..."
~Looks like you still haven't cried enough. You see? You have so many tears left in you for Stanley, and you wanted to check out without giving them all to him? Let's pretend he can hear you now. Or better yet, let's believe he does. Tell him.~
"Tell him what?"
~Everything you wish you told him when he was alive.~
"That's stupid."

~No, it's not. How can it be stupid if you believe he can hear you?~
"I never said I believed it."
~I do. And since I'm as much a part of your being as your stubborn mind is, part of you has to believe it, too. Just try it. Talk to him. It'll be good for you, promise.~
"I have to lock my door."
~Why?~
"I don't want anyone else in my room."
~I think you believe he can hear you.~
"Just because I want to lock my door doesn't mean I believe I'm talking to a ghost."
~If you say so.~

"Ugh... Hi, Stanley! I'm not sure you can hear me, but if you can, that'd be great. There's so much I wanted to tell you but didn't know how. Even before, you know, before you died. Every day there was something I wanted to tell you, and as soon as I inhaled to get enough air so that I'd blurt it out in one sentence, I'd change my mind. Something always stopped me from opening up. I don't know what. Maybe I thought it wasn't the best time, or that I could tell you everything the next time I saw you, or that I should think of a better way to say it, or that you were too busy to listen. I'd always make up a reason to keep quiet and just be glad you were around. Until one day I got to school as usual. That day was really special. Remember I told you about my music and how I was mad my dad didn't take me to the audition? I told you I abandoned my music. I did, until one night I saw this YouTube video. It was about this girl who cut her wrists and died. Her brother wrote a poem about her and then made it into a song. He played that song at his sister's funeral and then put it on YouTube. It went viral because it was the most beautiful song I had ever heard. It made me cry. It wasn't the music video as much as the lyrics. What this brother said in his song to his dead sister was that his only wish was that he had a chance to tell her how much he loved her because he never did.

"After I watched the video I realized how much your friendship meant to me. I wanted to make sure I told you. I had no idea why that thought came into my head and would not let me think of anything else. It was like an alien took over my brain and implanted this thought that crowded out everything else. Telling you about how much I cared about you was the only thing I could think of that evening. I pulled the guitar out of my closet and started to string a few cords. The music came back to me like it never left. Before I realized it, I nailed the music. Words just started to flow to the rhythm, and I sat down, took out a piece of paper and wrote the lyrics. I admit I'm much better writing music than cheesy lyrics that rhyme, but this is what I wrote for your song:
"I wonder how, I wonder why, 
I see your smile high up in the sky. 
I shiver from cold, cut by the ice, 
It never gets old to say you are nice.

"So here I go, I say you are nice, great, the best friend ever. 
Please remember the next time I'm quiet 'cause I think I'm not clever 
To tell you how much you mean to someone like me. 
You're like a lifeline; my sight when I cannot see. 
You're always there and I swear as long as I live, 
I'll be your friend and everything else that I can give.
"Something about you makes me stronger, 
I should not wait any longer, 
I can face cold, shielded from ice, 
It never gets old to say you are nice.
"So here I go, I say you are kind, funny, the best friend ever. 
Please remember I mean every word and I will never 
Forget how much you mean to someone like me. 
You are my lifeline, my sight for I cannot see. 
I will always be there for you, I swear. 
I will always follow you no matter where."
~Did you say you wrote it the night Stanley died?~

"Yeah, except I didn't know he died. The words just popped in my head. Back then I thought the lyrics were kind of cheesy, but now I don't know what to think. I mean where did the sudden urge to write him a song come from? Where did the words come from? They're not your normal song lyrics."
~No, they're not.~

"I had everything planned perfectly. I recorded my song on my phone, and I was going to play it for Stanley at the gym before the bell rang. We always had time to chat when we got off the school bus. That's why I was playing with my phone. I was trying to get my song uploaded on YouTube. And then the principal and the rest of the school officials came in and made the announcement. My heart stopped, and my hands turned so cold I couldn't even hold my phone. You couldn't imagine the confusion that settled in my head. It's still something I cannot explain. I went over every possible reason I wrote that song. I watched the YouTube video that brother made for his sister at least a hundred times, and I cried myself to sleep every night ever since. I was so desperate, I spent two months tracking that brother down until I was able to connect with him on Tumblr. We've been in touch. He understands what happened to me, sort of."
~What you said in that song, the last verse, did you mean it?~

"That I'd always follow him no matter where?"
~Yes.~
"It's complicated. I never imagined Stanley dead when I wrote the song. What I wrote was about me always standing by him, having his back, that kind of stuff. I wasn't going to become a stalker. Now, though, I don't know why I wrote what I wrote. Frankly, I feel like a part of my decision to end this life is because Stanley's not here anymore. But I'm not sure I expect to find him in some afterlife or wherever. I don't even know if I believe in life after death. No one knows if it exists, and I'm not trying to die just to figure it out. I simply want to check out because I see no sense in staying. I have no purpose, and I'm tired of hiding so that no one can point me out and hurt me or force me to be someone I'm not."

~You'd make my head ache if I had one. Have you ever sat yourself down and looked in the mirror? And I don't mean this figuratively. I mean it literally! What do you see when you look yourself in the eye? Do you like yourself or not? Do you like the way you look? Do you like the way you smile? Do you like the way you frown? Do you like anything at all you see in the mirror? Give me something. I'm looking for straws, my friend. We've been talking your head off, and I still haven't heard a single compelling reason for you to take your life.~
"Why do you need a reason? There are hundreds of little things that pile up and up and up. It's okay if you have another pile of good little things that keep the balance. My reason is I don't have that good pile. I wake up every day looking for something worth keeping in the good pile, but nothing comes my way. I go to bed, and the good pile is still missing. There's your reason."

~Maybe you're not looking hard enough. You said so yourself in your song—Stanley was your lifeline, your sight for you could not see. I don't think those lyrics just popped in your head out of nowhere. I think if you looked in the mirror you'd realize that you really are blind, and blind people often cannot see the good pile even if they stumbled right into it.
~You want something good to come your way. I've got news for you, my friend. Things don't just come your way. You need to get out and march forward and do your share of the good hoping some of it comes back to you. That's how it works. You only attract what you give. If you hide, become invisible, stop communicating, then the good pile won't accumulate along your pathway. It can't. It doesn't have anything to bounce back from. You're not only invisible to the people around you, you're invisible to the good luck or the good pile that comes with putting yourself out there.

~I was wondering, what color is the missing? The kind of missing someone so much, you'd rather be dead than to miss them anymore.~
"It's black and white. Two sharp colors in perfect contrast. You know there must be thousands of colors and shades in between, but you cannot see any of them. It's worse than being color blind because black and white vision has shades that create dimensions. In your world of missing, all you have are two sharp black and white colors, without a single shade. You're stuck in two dimensions. You're left wondering what the world would be like if you could see at least one more color."
~Is that what you see now? Black and white?~
"I'm not color blind, if that's what you're asking. But yes, I pretty much see very little color around me these days."
~I thought so. Honestly, I am so sorry about Stanley. I didn't know how close you were to playing your song for him. That really sucks.~
"I'm done talking about it."

~Fair enough. How did the kids at school take his death? Do you want to tell me about that?~
"Not really."
~I think you should.~

SEVEN
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
there's so much I'd like to tell you but it's too late
~What do you have against hashtags? Look at all of your followers! You've got like four thousand already. I bet it's because of my hashtags.~
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
there's so much I'd like to tell you but it's too late #teens #SuffocationRoulette #TheChokingGame #TheFaintingGame #blackout #death

~That's how it's done. Teenagers are curious. You include interesting hashtags, they'll see them and they'll follow you. All kids want to connect, and I think it's a good thing. You guys connected when Stanley died, don't you remember?~
"That was one time I thought having Facebook was the best thing that could have happened to us."
~Is Stanley's page still up? Can we go back and see the posts?~
"I'm not sure that's such a good idea. Every time someone posted something new, I'd bawl my eyes out until I could no longer see the screen."
~I remember that. Yet, the days, weeks and even months that followed Stanley's death were incredible because you all came together.~
"Not all of us."

~Most of you. Sure, there were trolls on the page saying nasty stuff like they always do. Trolls are the necessary evil that comes with the good. But this time, you kids came together in such numbers and force, there weren't enough trolls in the whole world that could have stopped you from grieving, supporting each other, and saying good bye to someone who united you like nothing else, at least for a little while.~

"I was hooked on Stanley's page. I logged in the minute I would get home from school, and I checked it every few minutes for comments. I can't even count how many comments I posted myself. If I woke up in the middle of the night, I'd log back in and see the new comments people posted. I was an addict. I couldn't stay away. I read and re-read the most heartbreaking comments that hurt me like hell and made me feel so much pain, I'd shake, crouch and hold my stomach. I was sick—sick with the most excruciating, unbearable grief. Yet, I could not stay away from torturing myself by the thoughts of the most hollow emptiness, agonizing loneliness, and memories of a real friend that would never be with me again. Facebook was my only way to stay connected, in a way. It sounds crazy, but at that time, I believed that until the very last comment was posted, as long as the page had Stanley's name and pictures, as long as I could log in to it, Stanley was not quite gone."

~I saw what you were doing. I knew that's what Stanley's page meant to you. You were the last one to post a comment. That was exactly six months and two days ago until no one responded anymore. Most kids stopped commenting by the summer when everyone left school and the Facebook page. I'm glad you finally stopped posting. Stanley's gone. Facebook won't bring him back.~
"So why do you want me to log in now? I haven't used Facebook since."
~I don't think you've logged out properly.~
"What do mean?"
~You stopped posting because no one would post back. I want you to read some of the comments now and log out knowing your time on this page expired, once and for all.~
"Look, here's the page."
~No. I want you to read the comments out loud.~
"Where do you want me to start?"
~The beginning, start from the top.~
"NEVER FORGET STANLEY MANNICK PAGE ♥ Current location: heaven. R.I.P."

~Do you know who started this page?~
"No. We never asked. Everyone in our grade got an e-mail that the page was up within a few days of his passing. We logged in and never asked who did it. I still don't know. Why do you ask?"
~No particular reason, just wondering. Can you read it to me?~
"No. I can't."
~Okay, I'll read it for you.~
~ ~ ~
Hannah Bartel: I can't believe he's dead.
Trevor Davies: I barely knew him but I already miss him.
Susanne Kelly: I'm going nuts. I still think he'll show up at school tomorrow.
Akisha Ray: Is there anyone who didn't like Stanley?
Chris Oldham: Seriously? That's impossible!
Nikki Cole: Life will never be the same. I miss you so much Stanley!

Chloe Warren: How are we supposed to pretend life is as usual?
Hannah Bartel:  It's not and never will be.
Chloe Warren: Why? Why? Why?
Nikki Cole: I'm going to bed and cry myself to sleep ♥ I want to wake up from this nightmare ♥
Sydney Crier: He'll still be gone when you wake up.
Nikki Cole: Shut up Sydney!
Sydney Crier: Everyone go to sleep and get some rest. We need to fight this sadness together. Stanley would have wanted us to be happy for him. He's in a better place.
Cody Adams: Yeah right. What better place could he be than here with us? We miss him soooo much! He was the best guy I'd ever known!
Chloe Warren: We love you Stanley! We'll never stop loving you ♥♥♥

Jackson Flanders: I know we all loved him because of all the tears we shed. We all hugged people we barely knew the day we learned this terrible news in the gym. That day will always be in our hearts. That day we were all the same, no groups, no favorites, we were all hurting like hell. We are still hurting like hell. Stanley changed us, let's not forget that!
Trevor Davies: It's amazing how one person could bring us together like this. Maybe this is an opportunity to be more like him, a great, funny, awesome person.
Maddie Swanson: I will always ♥ Stanley! R.I.P. :-(
Brenna Greer: I don't know what to say. I'm too shocked, too sad, too mad... Nothing makes sense anymore!
Justin Wilson:

Super nice
Amazing
Disturbingly awesome
Extraordinary

Really great
Always in our hearts
Loving
♥☻Loved ☻♥


Ryan Weston: Let's make today Stanley Mannick's Day
Nikki Cole:

Every time I look at the sky,
I see you looking down upon me.
Every time I look at my reflection in the water,
I see you smiling at me.
You have impacted our lives so much!
May you rest in peace Stanley.
We love you :-)


Chloe Warren: Stanley is a memory that can never be taken away. He may be gone but he is now immortal in our hearts.
Nikki Cole: This hurts sooooo much!!! How can I stop it?
Jackson Flanders: You can't. Maybe it's a good thing. The more it hurts the longer we'll remember how sad Stanley's death was. Seriously, let's never forget this!

Nikki Cole: So we're supposed to hurt forever?
Akisha Ray: In a way, I guess. I think it'll never be pain free when you think of him. But you can make peace with it, some day.
Ryan Greer: That's heavy, Kish.
Akisha Ray: What? It's true!
Chloe Warren: Akisha's right. We'll find peace if we remember how great and funny and nice and cool and cute and......he was....
Nikki Cole: I'd give anything to be able to say IS instead of WAS!
Trevor Davies: We all would!
Maddie Swanson: I had a dream Stanley was here but when I woke up he was still gone. I miss you so much Stanley! I'm bawling my eyes out as I type this ♥♥♥

Nikki Cole: Everything happens for a reason. It was God's will to show us that we are only human and will not live forever. Stanley has taught us that we need to cherish our friends, family and special moments we have with each other. We ♥ u S.M.
~ ~ ~
"Stop! Stop it! I can't listen anymore. These posts bring so many memories back, I can't take it."
~Here, let me hold your heart again. It aches so much, it's shaking under my invisible touch.~
"Why did you make me listen to that?"

~So that you remember how intense, raw and painful his death was at that moment in time. All of you kids, even those who didn't know him, mourned his passing. For weeks, you were all alike—shocked, crushed, distraught, heartbroken. You came together supporting one another with your posts, glances in hallways, half-smiles full of sadness, looks that said it all without uttering a word. Your young lives were impacted so deeply, you thought you'd never recover. For once, your social media came to the rescue. Your chats were your outlets. You were free to express your sadness to each other. What color do you think Stanley's page was to you all?~
"Rainbow popping out of a rainy sky. That was the only colorful thing we had. Our comments were like a rainbow. When you read them, you'd feel sad, happy, alone, connected, everything at once like a rainbow. Outside the rainbow was nothing but dreary, gray, rainy sky."

~Stanley's page was a good thing on one hand, and a bad thing on the other.~
"Why would it be a bad thing?"
~After a few months the school year ended and the summer came. People dispersed, going places, doing things you cannot do while at school. You had other things to think of. The posts slowly stopped, and now, a year and a couple of months later, no one even thinks about posting a comment, not even reading an old one.~
"I never stopped thinking about Stanley, not even during the summer."
~I know that, but you never told your mom or dad how much it still hurts you. You poured your hearts out on the Internet, but you never told your parents. They were hurting, too. Maybe you all needed to talk.~
"Why didn't you read any of my comments on that page out loud?"
~They were too sad to read. Even I have my boundaries.~
"You still didn't explain why you wanted to log into Stanley's page."

~To show you how everything eventually fades away. Even the death of your best friend hurts less now that time has stepped in and brought new events and memories along. You can't stay in the past. It's gone, done. You can never bring it back, and you can never bring back Stanley. He is in a different place now, and you must let him go.~
"What if I don't want to?"
~You don't have a choice. Time is moving forward, and no one is yet able to reverse its flow. As far as I'm concerned, the only thing you've got is now. Stop brooding over what could have been because it did not happen. It's time to bury Stanley deep in the grave of your heart and say good bye. Kiss his memory and honor it not by following his senseless death but by living a life he never had.~

EIGHT
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
go insane, go insane, throw some glitter, make it rain
~What the—?~
"You don't like my tweet?"
~It's stupid.~
"You're stupid! Stop judging every freaking word I say!"
~I know what you're tweeting.~
"Tell me. I'm curious."
~It's all about you again. You're imagining when you die people will feel the same way they did with Stanley. The world becomes one rainy day, and you'll get your own page full of posts like a rainbow popping up every few minutes when people write what a great kid you were and how much they miss you.~

"You think you're some kind of a shrink? Then tell me why the insane part."
~Easy. First, you can't help yourself. The rhyme is too obvious. You write songs and lyrics, how can you not put insane in that obvious rhyme? Second, you know as well as I do what the posts might be like. Insane could become an over-used word. Admit it, you little freak, you'd get a kick out of it!~
"Do you wanna know what color insane is?"
~Sure.~
"Purple."
~Purple?~
"Yeah. It's the whole spectrum between red which reminds me of anger and blue which is more calm, soothing. Purple is all of that jumbled together. When you're insane you're never just angry or calm or crazy or smart or calm or oblivious. You're a human jumble of everything you can think of. You're purple."
~I must say, you'd look really interesting with a purple face.~
"You've never seen anyone so mad his face turned purple?"

~You're onto something. I guess I have. Let's see what hashtags I can come up with.~
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
go insane, go insane, throw some glitter, make it rain #mental #asylum #rainbow #RainyDays #GoingCrazy #insanity #help #follow
"An asylum? Do you think I belong there?"
~Why not? Doesn't everyone planning their own death belong there?~
"Of course not!"
~Give me one good reason why not.~
"I already did. I'm tired—tired of hiding, of living alone. I'm tired of my own lonely existence. I'm tired of looking at my shit pile stacked up so high it's about to tip over. There's your reason!"
~Oh, so now we're angry again. You must be leaning more towards the red on your purple spectrum then. That's good.~
"I'm tired of you. Leave me alone. I can't listen to you anymore. We're done."

~No, we're not! I'm just getting warmed up! I've listened to your bullshit for months! Now it's time you listened to me! You want to hear the comments people will post on Twitter? Yes, Twitter, because you will not have your own Facebook page. It was just a fad. Nowadays it's all about 140 characters or less. You won't get rhymes or sob stories like Stanley did. No one has time for that anymore. People's attention has shrunk. It's no more than 140 characters, my friend. And this is what they'll tweet:
~ ~ ~

who was this kid 
I don't know 
Stanley's friend 
you mean Stanley who died a year ago 
more like a year and two months ago 
who's counting 
I am 
anyone else 
I'm counting too 
how can we forget Stanley 
we did! guys we haven't mentioned Stanley since this past summer 
does he still have the Facebook page 
I think he does 
we should check it out 
I just did I posted a comment 
I did too 
gosh I still miss Stanley so much 
how could we have forgotten 
we never did we just went on with our lives 
hey guys let's make today Stanley's day 
we already had Stanley's day 
but we never observed it 
I'm in 
okay − today is Stanley's day~
~ ~ ~
"Shut up! Shut up!"

~What? What did you think people are going to post? How great you were? How much they miss you? Nobody knows anything about you! Kids hardly know your name! You're the one who made sure of that! What did you expect for crying out loud?!~
"Ahhh...."
~Yeah, yeah, yeah. Crying isn't gonna change a thing. Even if you die, kids will still think of you as nothing but Stanley's friend. Why? Because that was the only time you allowed them to see you. It's not their fault. You did it to yourself. You got what you wanted.~
"Fine. Then I might as well end this. You said so yourself—I don't mean a thing to anybody, so why bother sticking around?"
~Exactly! Go ahead! Where are your pills? Do you have enough?~
"Here!"
~What is this? Sleeping pills? Six? That's all you've got? That's not enough to kill yourself!~
"Mom didn't get a refill yet."

~You've been planning this for so long but you couldn't make sure you had enough pills before your mom gobbled them all?~
"I had to be careful not to make her suspicious. She'd figure something was going on."
~It doesn't matter now. When she finds you dead, she will figure out something went on all right. What difference does it make at this point? Go ahead, check her room. She must have some pills left.~
"Are you—"
~What are you waiting for, you chicken?~
"I'm not a chicken! Let's see what she's got."
~Nothing. You make me wanna puke. I know you waited until she ran out so you'd have an excuse to wait again.~
"I did not! Be quiet! Here, see this?! I'm taking them, one, two, three, four..."
~Hm, that'll do it. You'll sleep the whole night and day, nicely rested and dazed.~
"Stop mocking me! Just shut up and leave me alone!"
~I wish it was that easy.~

"All right. You want to see me do it? Do you?"
~Can you?~
"Here. Where is it? Here. Now we'll see who's the chicken here."
~What are you doing?!~
"What? You're scared or something? Well, I'm not. I got to hurry before I fall asleep. It'll be a perfect, long, very long sleep. It'll last forever!"
~Stop! Stop! Stop it, all right!~
"What? You pushed me, so what do you want now?!"
~I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I didn't think you would...~
"Ugh, ugh..."
~Oh, my God! Stop it! Don't pull! Ease the rope! Ease the rope! Hear me?! Ease the rope you're falling! Oh, my God!~
"Uhh...."
~NOOOOOOO!~
"Uhh..."
~I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. I didn't think you'd do something like that. I'm so sorry.~
"Egh, egh..."
~Cough, cough some more. It'll help you breathe again.~
"My head's spinning."
~Can you throw up the pills?~

"I got to go to sleep."
~Throw them up! Please! Stick your damn finger in your mouth!~
"I got to go to sleep."
~Stick it in there! You need to puke! PLEASE!~
"Uh, uh, uh—"
~Good. I'm sorry. You did good. Have some water, you'll feel better.~
"I still need to go to sleep."
~I know you do. I'll watch over you if I can stay awake, which I don't think I—~

"Death is not final. I am the beginning of life. Life thereafter. Feel my hollow lips, I'll kiss you gently, pulling you in within my empty realm. I'll take your breath away, one shallow breath at a time. You breathe out, I'll inhale. You'll breathe in, I'll steal your air away. Until there's no more air inside of you. Your lungs are empty, lifting, collapsing back. Your beautiful mind is asleep. I am your sleep; I am your forgetting. I'm peaceful and kind. I'm silent and patient. You wander off and I'm holding you in my empty arms forever. I feel your heart weaken, skipping a beat, one at a time. Skip, skip, skip... I love this slow, uneven rhythm. I'll wait till it doesn't beat at all. I'll patiently wait until the magical silence enwraps you and me for eternity. I am not final. We will remain together in the time of thereafter."
~Wake up! Wake up! Hey! Wake UP!~
"Ugh—"
~What was that?~
"I had a wild dream."

~I did too! Except it was way too real!~
"What do you mean?"
~Gosh, that was creepy! I swear I was watching you. I…I wasn't in your head. I know this may sound crazy, but I swear I was hovering or something over you and watched you sleep. And yet, I was dreaming at the same time. I was dreaming about your death. It was so creepy.~
"I bet I had the same dream. I didn't really see it, but something was talking to me about death. It was almost exactly like I described it in my journal. I felt like this invisible thing was stealing my breath and slowing down my heart rate and taking me away and—"
~That was exactly when I suddenly was out and watching you passed out below me. You were close, my friend, awfully close.~
"Do you think those pills…I mean, I didn't puke them all out?"

~I think it was because you choked yourself senseless. That freaking choking game of yours is deadly, and you almost made it. If I weren't so scared and worried you'd do something stupid again, I'd scream at you every single profanity I could think of.~
"This may sound weird, but it wasn't all that bad."
~What do you mean it wasn't all that bad?~
"If that was really me dying, I didn't feel much. You know, like anxiety or pain or—"
~Shut your mouth! This is no joke. Granted, I went a little too far pushing you to take the pills. All I wanted was for you to show me whether or not you were serious enough. Evidently, you were. I had no idea you had a backup plan and the rope in your closet. You can't do this to me ever again, do you understand?~
"No, I don't. What did I do to you?"
~You surprised me. You hid the rope, and I never saw you do it. From now on, I want to know everything you do.~
"No, you don't."

~Oh, yes, I do. We're in it together. You may be the crazy ego that does the killing of your demons, but I am your heart and soul, and you'll kill me, too. I have the right to know when it's coming.~
"Why are you so scared of dying? Haven't you read somewhere that the soul is eternal? That the soul never dies? If that's the case, you have nothing to worry about."
~Yeah. I wish. The problem is the phrase If that's the case, which, of course, we don't know the answer to.~
"This is a stupid conversation."
~You know what else is stupid?~
"What?"
~The way you were going to do it in the end. Total copycat. You were about to choke yourself to death like Stanley did in the choking game. Can you imagine the tweets if you succeeded?
~ ~ ~

that crazy kid pulled a Stanley 
couldn't even come up with something original 
this choking game's getting old 
only desperate kids do it now 
do you think that kid was desperate 
more like insane 
or bizarre 
I still miss Stanley 
at least he didn't want to kill himself he just played 
I know accidents happen 
I wish it did not he'd still be here~
~ ~ ~
"That's enough!"
~I know, but do you see how wrong it'd be if you choked yourself? You want to make a statement not ridicule yourself. As far as I'm concerned, I won't encourage you again. I don't want to be the one responsible for your death. That's your choice. My job is to make sure you know what you're doing. So no more experimenting. We have not finished our discussion yet.~
"Do you like listening to yourself? It seems to me you do because I already told you several times, I'm tired of this discussion. What else is there to discuss?"

~The good pile.~
"The good pile? I didn't know there was one."
~Come here. Take a look in the mirror.~
"What for?"
~Just do it.~
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~I don't know. I think you're right. It does happen a lot. Is that why you think you can't fit in? Is your 'unable to fit in' something you put into your bad pile? Maybe you should hashtag it and see what comes up in the feed. How about this?~
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~Tell me the first word that comes to mind when you look in the mirror.~
"Alone."
~Okay. Do you like being alone?~
"Sometimes. Most of the time."
~You spend a lot of time alone. If you like it so much, then it's a good thing no one bothers you. No one stops you from being alone. Isn't that a good thing?~
"I guess."
~Well, put it in your good pile. Now, what's the next word that comes to mind?~
"Ugly."
~I beg to differ. You know as well as I do that you're not bad looking at all. There are plenty of kids in your school who got cheated in that department. You came out okay. I think you said ugly because you feel ugly on the inside, not on the outside.~
"What difference does it make? Ugly is ugly, inside or out, same thing."
~No, it's not. Let's assume you're ugly on the inside and okay looking on the outside. There's your balance. One goes in the bad pile, and one goes in the good pile.~

"Is this another one of your psychobabbles?"
~It's no psychobabble. I'm just showing you the pile you neglected to see. What's the third word?~
"Depressed."
~Now we're getting somewhere. I like it when you're honest.~
"I'm always honest."
~Is that a joke? Because I'm not laughing. Why do you think you're depressed?~
"If I knew that, I wouldn't be depressed."
~See, that's the thing. You don't even know your own self. You're looking at the mirror and everything you say is so vague. It's your lame excuse not to know who you are and what you want in this life.~
"Then tell me, if you're so damn smart, what do I want in this life?"
~The good pile to grow and balance the bad pile. You said so yourself.~
"That's really helpful."

~No. You don't understand. The good pile is already there, you just don't see it. You're so preoccupied with the bad one, you're blind toward the good. I already showed you, didn't I? Let's say you're depressed. Okay, I believe you. Is it because you don't play your music anymore?~
"Maybe."
~It's your decision. You can reverse it. At least you know your music, and you're sure good at it. That's a huge piece to throw into the good pile. Next. How about your folks? You're still mad at them?~
"Yeah."
~They argued with each other, not with you. It's not about you. That's a good thing. They love you, and they're trying their best. That's a great thing, don't you think?~
"Ehm..."
~Okay, school. Are you failing any subjects?~
"No, not really."
~You're not a genius, but you're not failing either. There are kids a lot closer to a failing grade then you've ever been. Good thing. How about friends? Do you have any?~

"No."
~Well, at least no friends no drama. Teenage friends are not what you'd consider a reliable resource.~
"Is that supposed to be a consolation?"
~At least you don't have the drama, that's a good thing. The fact that you have no friends is your fault. Don't blame others. You're the one who doesn't want to connect with anyone. You get what you give. Look in the mirror again. What word comes up?~
"Shy."

~I think that's your number one problem. You tweeted it yourself. You're too shy, and you come across as stuck up. You project the wrong image. Unless you see yourself for who you really are, others won't see it either. I could go on and on about this good pile. I can assure you it would be almost as high as the bad one. Granted, nothing can possibly balance Stanley's death, but you need to look inside you for what it meant and what it taught you. You’ve got a lot of work to do before you can seriously say you did all of your homework and found no reason to stay. Promise me you'll do it.~
"You think it's easy for people to look in the mirror and say all the stuff they don't want to hear?"
~Why wouldn't you want to hear the truth?~
"Because it upsets me."
~Why does it upset you? It's the truth.~
"I don't know."

~Of course you do. We went over this before. Truth hurts. Sometimes it shows the side of you that you are ashamed of. It prompts you to act; it changes you. You can't ignore it once you acknowledge it. This is not a question. This is the answer, it's all of the above. Check.~

TEN
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~If that's not desperation, I don't know what is.~
"So what? You wanted me to be truthful, didn't you?"
~Truthful, yes; desperate, no.~
"I'm not desperate. I am simply telling the truth. All I need right now is one real friend. Someone I can trust."
~Okay. Here, this will do.~
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~Why do you need a friend if you're not planning to stick around, though?~

"To make sure a friend won't make a difference even if there is one in my good pile."
~Makes sense. Hey, look over there. That kid, he's wrapping a locker.~
"What's so interesting about it?"
~Don't you hear the other kids?~
"Why are you wrapping your own locker, dude?" Ethan said with a mean smirk on his face.
"It's not my locker," Luke said.
"Like hell it's not. Open it," Ethan said.
"It's not my locker," Luke said.
"Open it." Ethan stepped closer and snatched Luke's cell phone.
"Hey! Give me that!" Luke cried out.
"Open that locker or I'll drop your phone and smash it with my foot," Ethan said.
~Why is that mean dude talking like that? What is it to him if that kid's wrapping his own locker? Do something!~
"What do you want me to do?"
~Get that kid's phone or something.~

"I can't do that. That shithead is huge. No one can fight him."
~You can't just stand here and do nothing!~
"Your phone drops on the count of three. One, two..." Ethan said.
"Give me that!"
~What? Who is she? I've never seen this girl in our school. Where did she come from?~
"I've never seen her either. She appeared out of nowhere. I can't believe she walked over to Ethan and snatched Luke's phone out of his hand."
~Of course you've never seen her. If you did, I'd have seen her, too.~
"Everybody's staring at her. They all look stunned."
~Why would they be stunned?~
"Because she's stunning, duh! Tall, slim, dark hair almost to her waist and a face jerks like Ethan will be drooling over for weeks. I wonder who she is."
~We have to find out.~

"Here's your phone," the girl said to Luke and then she turned to Ethan. "Don't you have anything better to do than to bother people who obviously don't give a damn about you? Find yourself someone your own size if you wanna fight. Or maybe I'm wrong—you don't wanna fight because you're too scared to get your butt kicked." With that, the girl turned back to Luke. "Thanks for wrapping my locker. How did you know it was my birthday?"
"Had it in my reminders all along." Luke smiled and showed her the reminder in his cell phone.
"Wow! Luke wasn't lying. He must know the girl."
~He doesn't, and it IS his locker.~
"But she opened it."
~Sure she did. I bet the locker code was what Luke showed her on his reminder.~
"What are you all staring at? Don't you have a class to go to?" The girl turned away from the crowd and reached into the locker. Everyone dispersed.

~Stay here. Let's see what they'll do. See? The girl stepped aside and Luke took out his books. I told you it was his locker.~
"Why did he tape his own locker?"
~Who cares? Maybe he's as desperate as you are and tapes his own locker because no one else will do it for him.~
"Whatever. I need to be in math."
~You know what I'm thinking?~
"No and I don't care."
~Maybe it was Luke.~
"It was Luke what?"
~Maybe it was Luke who wrapped your locker. Remember? You came to school and someone gift wrapped your locker on your birthday. You took pictures but didn't know who it was.~
 "I barely know him. He's in my first period and then in math. The last time Luke and I talked, Stanley was still alive. Even then we only talked like twice, maybe three times total."
~I still think Luke wrapped your locker. Ugh, math, I hate math.~

"You hate math! What about me? Mom insisted I'd be in accelerated math since the second grade and ever since then I've hated nothing more than this catching up game. I don't belong there with nerds like Leslie."
~What's wrong with Leslie? She's smart.~
"Exactly. And not just smart. She's condescending, competitive and obnoxiously right every single time she raises her hand. Sometimes I just want to grab her hand and yank it out of her shoulder socket."
~Ouch! That's harsh! Why would you wanna do that? She hasn't done anything to you.~
"Not yet, but I won't put it past her."
~You're kind of paranoid.~
"Maybe I have trust issues."
~Sometimes these conversations with you are very tiring.~
"So why are you still talking to me? I thought you'd get tired of this a long time ago."

~I'm talking to save my own self. I already said that a hundred times—you die, I die. You may not give a damn, but I sure as hell do!~
"What the—"
~Is this some kind of a coincidence?~
"You told me there is no such thing as a coincidence."
~So how do you explain this girl in your math class?~
"She took this class to be here with Luke."
~Yeah, right.~
"This is Angelica," Mr. Trabold announced in math. "She moved here from New York last week, and she'll be your classmate."
~Angelica. I like that name. It's unusual.~
"That name is almost as pretty as she is. I wonder if she's a nice person or another fake a-hole to add to a long list of people in this school."
~I have an inkling she may be the nice one. I mean the way she helped Luke before, a-holes don't do that.~
"We'll see. It could have been an act."
~It could have, but I bet it wasn't.~

"Did you see it?"
~Luke? Yeah, he smiled at her, and she smiled and nodded back.~
"She whispered something. Did you catch it?"
~I'm not sure but I think she said you're welcome.~
"I need to know now."
~Know what?~
"If Luke taped my locker!"
~Why don't you ask him?~
"Ask him? Just like that? What am I gonna say? Hey, dude, did you wrap my locker?"
~Yeah, why not? Go ahead, it's the perfect time—he's so close. You guys are practically walking next to each other to the cafeteria. Go for it! Don't be such a wimp!~
"Hey, Luke!"
"Yeah?" Luke said.
"Uhm, I wanted to ask you, uhm, did you by any chance wrap my locker on my birthday?"
"I hope you don't mind," Luke said.
"You did? Uhm, no, of course, I don't mind."
"Good."
"Uhm, why did you do that?"

"Stanley wrapped your locker last year. I helped him hold the paper while he taped it. I happened to remember the date," Luke said.
"Uhm..."
~Can you say anything other than uhm?~
"I miss him so much."
~Don't say that to him and don't cry now! You'll make Luke cry too, and some jerk like Ethan will see you two and have a field day!~
"I don't think I'll ever be able to stop missing him," Luke said.
~Oh, just shoot me! Help! Here she comes! Great! Angelica, help them!~
"What's up?" Angelica asked.
"Nothing."
~Is that all you can come up with? This awesome girl just asked you two to be her friends and you say nothing?~
"She didn't ask me to be her friend! That's ludicrous!"
~Of course she did!~

"Can I sit with you at lunch? I don't know anybody here, and you two seem like the only people I would even care to have a conversation with," Angelica said.
~See? I told you, haven't I?~
"You really think she wants to be our friend?"
~Stop asking me stupid questions and answer Angelica first!~
"Sure. That'd be great!"
~Sure. That'd be great! Can't you be more creative?~
"What do you want me to say? She's not asking for my biography."
~How about your name? Don't you have a name?~
"I don't like my name and you know it!"
~You have initials. If that's what you use instead of your name, you should tell her and stop being so rude!~
"I'm MJ and you already know Luke, I guess."
"Yeah, we met in the hallway. Right, Luke?"
"Uhm, yeah," Luke said. "Thanks."

~He's just as talkative as you are. No wonder you two ended up hanging on to Stanley like he was a lifeboat.~
"Don't mention it," Angelica said.
"Wait. You didn't know Luke when you came up to Ethan and took the cell phone?"
~She's awesome. I knew that.~
"No," Angelica said.
"Why did you do that? Why did you stand up to Ethan?" Luke asked.
"Nobody else was going to do it," Angelica shrugged.
~Nobody ever does anything, especially standing up to a jerk like Ethan!~
"Because everyone's too scared of him," Luke said.
"I wasn't," Angelica said.
"Why not?" Luke asked.
"What was he gonna do? Hit a girl? Even if he did, it's not like I haven't been hit before." Angelica made a face.
~Don't you feel like a weakling, MJ? You both are compared to this girl. And she didn't even know Luke. That's crazy.~
"Thanks again, Angelica," Luke said.

"Where do you sit?" Angelica said.
"Over there," Luke said.
~Come on! Say something. Are you mute?~
"What am I supposed to say? I can't just start a conversation like that."
~Like what? Like you say something and she answers? Seriously?~
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~Seriously? Seriously? Still seriously? Will you ever go for at least one hashtag? It's so easy, it makes me want to scream! Here:~
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~Shut your Twitter and your phone and say something to her, or I'll shout in your head so loud, you'll think you're going mad.~
"So did you live in New York City?"

~See? That's how it's done. That's how even the attractive people converse. I knew you could do it.~
"I was born in New York City, but we moved when I was eight. Mom didn't want me to grow up there."
"Why not?" Luke asked.
"Mom thought the city was too crowded and overwhelming."
"Was it?" Luke said. "Was it overwhelming?"
"I don't remember all that much anymore," Angelica said.
"What do you remember?"
~Good! Keep on conversing!~
"The noise, the smell, the colors..." Angelica shrugged.
"Colors?"
~Why did you ask? You see colors. Why wouldn't she see them?~

"It's impossible for kids as little as I was to remember anything at all. I was a baby. I do remember colors and noises, though. I don't know why. The first color I remember is bright blue. It's so bright, it still stings my eyes when I picture it in my head. Weird, right? But that's what I remember. The next thing I must have seen was some kind of a flash. I can't quite recall what it was. When I got a little bigger, I'd always tell Mom that I saw a dragon breathe a ball of fire that burned the skyline and turned it to ashes. I don't know how I came up with that. I must have dreamt it at some point. And then, everything was covered in this strange shade of white. For years I couldn't figure out what the exact color was, but now I can see it as clearly as if it happened yesterday. It was ashen, like a dust that covered the entire skyline. The last thing I remember is the noise, a lot of noise."
~What are you staring at? Are you thinking what I'm thinking?~

"I don't know what I'm thinking. Shall I ask?"
~Of course. Ask!~
"What day was that?"
~Yeah. You're thinking what I'm thinking.~
"9/11," Angelica said.
"You were in New York City on 9/11?" Luke's jaw dropped and people sitting close turned to him.
"Mom told me years later that my dad used to work long hours sometimes even on weekends. He'd leave for work before I'd wake up and come home after I was asleep. My mom used to have breakfast with my dad near his office every now and then. She'd take me with her so that Dad could see me awake."
"Did your dad work at one of the buildings?" Luke interrupted.

"Building number one, ninety-seventh floor. Mom said they always met at a cafe two blocks from the Twin Towers. She said Dad wanted to see my first morning smile at least one day a week. Like I said, I was a baby. I don't remember any of that family stuff. But then something happened, and from that moment on, I remember weird bits and pieces as if they happened yesterday.

"To this day, I can still feel my mom's arms enwrapping me while she ran outside. I think that's where I saw the bright blue color. She stood there for so long, I must have fallen asleep in her arms because the next thing I remember was this deafening, crashing sound that woke me up. It must have been the ‘dragon’ because I saw a ball of fire. Ashes must have fallen into my eyes because I can still feel the burning and scraping, even when I shut my eyes as tightly as I can. Then came the noise. It sounded from every direction. They were loud, earsplitting cries that still sometimes wake me up in the middle of the night. I don't know why I remember the screaming because I don't remember any people around me. I cannot picture a single person on that street because I was too small to remember anything at all. Still, somehow I know for sure my mom kept quiet. I don't think she made a single sound for the rest of the day."
~Oh, gosh, this is breaking my heart.~

"Be quiet. I'm trying to listen here."
"And then I remember all the colors wiped out by a thick paintbrush dipped in ashes. Everything turned light gray as if someone threw a bucket of that color all over me, my mom, and everything around us. Ashen gray. That's the color I saw for years. I thought the whole world was colorless as I was growing up."
"Do you remember your dad?"
~Isn't it rude to ask about her dad?~

"No. I don't remember him. Mom hardly ever talked about him. There was one thing I do remember. A few years later, I'm not sure exactly when—I was maybe three or four—Mom took me to the city. We rode the subway downtown and we walked close to where the Twin Towers collapsed. There was a huge, deep hole in the ground. We walked over to a nearby church that had an iron fence all around it. The fence was covered with cards and photos of people who died in the Twin Towers. Mom searched every piece of that fence until she found a weathered photo of my dad sealed in a protective piece of laminate. She took it off and put the picture in her coat pocket. "Who is it?" I asked her. "It's your daddy," she said. "It's time to take him home.""
~Blink those tears back in. Others are staring at the three of you.~
"That's easier said than done. How come you're not crying?"

~I AM the emotion. I don't need to shed real, wet tears to soak your wounded heart.~
"I am so sorry, Angelica," Luke said.
Angelica smiled. "Don't be. You have nothing to be sorry about. I didn't tell you all of this to make you sad. You wanted to hear about New York so I told you what I remember the most. That's all. I'm not sad. Like I said, I was a baby on 9/11. I don't remember anything else but those few moments. It's a shame I didn't get to know my dad, but I don't miss him that much. Since I never really knew him, I don't know what I'm missing."
"Guys, the lunch break is over. We should go," Luke said.
"Do you want to hang out sometimes after school?" Angelica said.
"You mean like you and us?" Luke said.
"Yeah! What's your number? I'll text you mine. You too, MJ."
~Give her your number! Don't stand there like an imbecile.~
"Yeah, that'd be great."

~You are such a talker! Ask her something for me.~
"What?"
~I'm curious to know what kind of word she thinks ashen gray stands for.~
"What? What do you mean?"
~You know, the way you associate words with feelings or things. Please do it for me, okay?~
"Angelica, I was wondering, what do you think of when you see the color of ashen gray?"
"Despair," Angelica said.
"Despair?"
"Yeah. That's the only word I could come up with for as long as I can recall. It's like a color that can wipe out the skies, the trees, and the people, their feelings and emotions. It's almost colorless but thick enough not to let the picture through. It's like a cloud hanging over your head, protecting your mind from screaming."
~Wow! That's heavy. She's onto something. Despair. Definitely. Ashen gray is the color of despair.~
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~And what would you need to use sarcasm for? What's that got to do with anything?~
"Isn't sarcasm your best weapon if you want to kill an annoying voice in your head?"
~What's so annoying about me? And why on Earth would you want to kill me? What have I ever done to you?~
"How about you never leave me alone? How about you never shut up?"
~You want me to keep quiet? I can do that. Let's start right now.~
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"What kind of hashtags are those?"
"Do you hear me? Why did you tweet that?"
"Oh! We're pouting! Go ahead. Unfriend, unfollow, untag me."
"Okay, I'm sorry! I didn't mean to upset you. Can you talk now?"
~Are you sure you want to listen to me?~
"Yes, I'm sure."
~What do you want to talk about?~
"Angelica."
~I knew it! I knew you didn't want to talk to me because you miss my voice. You just need someone to answer your babbling about your new friend.~
"Do you think she's for real, or is she just faking it to be interesting?"
~I think she's real. Why would she make up a story about her dad dying on 9/11?~
"To be interesting."

~There are better ways to do that. You don't make up stories about parents dying on 9/11. You just don't. Besides, there's a way to check her story. All you have to do is ask her what her father's name was. I'm sure you can Google the names of the people who died.~
"You're right. I believe her. So what do you think? Should I go and hang out with her sometime?"
~It depends.~
"On what?"
~On whether you care to stick around long enough to get to know her.~
"It's not totally out of the question."
~Then go ahead and hang out with her.~
"What about Luke? Should I hang out with him, too?"
~Absolutely! You two have a lot in common.~
"What could we possibly have in common?"
~Stanley for one. Seems like Luke liked him as much as you did. You both miss him a lot. I bet Luke is a loner like you. I could go on and on if you want.~
"That's enough. Okay, I'll hang out with him, too."

~Do you like her?~
"Who? Angelica?"
~Yeah.~
"She seems nice. I like that. I can't believe she just went ahead and told us all that stuff about her dad."
~Why not?~
"She doesn't know anything about us. I'd never tell someone I don't know something so personal."
~That's the difference between you and Angelica.~
"What do you mean?"
~She wasn't afraid to tell you something personal. You asked whether she grew up in New York City, and she told why she didn't. Just like that, no hidden agenda, plain truth, sad, personal and real.~
"Real. You're right. It did feel real. Maybe that's what I like about her. She's different, real."
~And she's texting you!~
"She is."
Today 8:55 PM 
I'm having a get-to-know-some-new-people party at my house tomorrow at 7 p.m. Wanna come?
~C'mon! Text her back!~

Today 8:57 PM 
Sure. What's your address?


Today 8:58 PM 
1250 Highland Drive, it's the subdivision next to the sports park
Today 8:59 PM 
I'll be there. Thanks for the invite.


~Well, well, well. This will be interesting. I'm dying to see who shows up.~
"Me too."
~It's good to see you're interested in something.~
"I'm not such a loner as you think."
~Really? You had me fooled.~
"MJ! Come in, Luke's already here," Angelica said.
~I wonder if she invited anyone else aside from you and Luke.~
"Hey," Luke said.
"Hey."
~Hey? You don't even have an original greeting? This get-together is getting wild from the start.~
"Stop being such a sarcastic jerk."
~Too bad there isn't a font for sarcasm. We could write some notable tweets.~

"As if you ever came up with anything original. All you can write are hashtags."
"This is my room," Angelica said.
"Wow! Where did you get all these seashells?" Luke asked.
"I collected them over the years. We travel a lot, Mom and I."
"I love this one!"
~Funny, I love it too. Hey, we have something in common!~
"Are you being sarcastic?"
~Of course not! I'm serious. I always wanted to have something other than this body in common with you.~
"It's called a trumpet seashell. This one's more rare and expensive because it's about eighteen inches long. If you cut a small hole in its tip, it'll make a loud, trumpet-like sound, Angelica said"
"That's so cool," Luke said. "Why do you have so many? Your room's like an ocean."
"I love seashells. They keep me grounded," Angelica smiled.

"They keep you grounded? I've heard all kind of things people say about seashells. Keeping someone grounded is the first."
~Me too. You took the words right out of my mouth.~
"You have no mouth. The mouth was mine last time I checked. You're nothing but a voice."
~Pretty loud one, I'd say.~
"You got that one right."
"How do seashells keep you grounded?" Luke asked.
"Listen to this." Angelica put the trumpet seashell close to Luke's ear and covered his other ear with her palm.
"It's like I'm near the ocean," Luke said.

"Exactly," Angelica said. "You can take a seashell, wash it off with soap, sand, water or hydrogen peroxide, if you want, and it will hum the sound of the water it came from. You can take it a hundred, a thousand miles away to a desert, and the sea the shell came from will keep on humming inside. You can even break a hole in its end and try to blow your own trumpet sound, but the seashell will not forget the sound of the sea that was its home. It's the same for any seashell, big or small. Whenever I feel like I'm losing my way, I look at my seashells. Every one of them has its own sound of the sea because a seashell never forgets where it came from. Its home becomes a part of the seashell forever. I like that. I like to know where my true home is."
"Where is it?" Luke asked.
"Here." Angelica pointed at her heart.
~She's a poet.~
"What? She's a poet?"
~Yeah! Don't you just love it? How she's not afraid to open up?~

"What's that got to do with being a poet?"
~I don't know. I like how she talks about the seashells and their home. It sounds pretty darn poetic to me.~
"Dude, I'm glad no one but me can hear you."
~That's mean! I'd love to be heard all over the world!~
"Are you being sarcastic?"
~What do you think?~
"Probably not."
~Yep.~
"You mean your heart?" Luke said.
~Gosh, this dude is dense!~
"Why? Not everyone recognizes a poet like you do!"
~They better discover that font for sarcasm. I'm dying to tweet stuff that'll set you straight.~
"You need to chill out."
~Wow! I haven't heard that comment in years! I totally forgot people used to say that!~

"Yeah. My heart. When I was eight, Mom and I moved to Europe where we lived for several years. I felt out of place there. At first, I didn't know the language, I had no friends—just family members I could not even understand. I'd beg my mom to take me home but she wouldn't, and I hated her for that. After a while, I realized I just had to suck it up, and that's when I read this saying: Home is where the heart is. I didn't understand it completely, but it made sense. Over the years, especially after we came back to the U.S., I began to truly understand what it meant."
"So, what does it mean? Can you tell us?"
~Yeah, I think I know what she's about to say, but I'd like to hear it from her first.~
"Your home isn't a thing or a place. It's you, it's what you love, what you care about; it's what you crave day in and day out. Your home is what you want the rest of your life to be."

~Are you going to say something? You two are gaping at her like two dumbfounded suckers.~
"What's there to say? It's not like she's asking us to comment."
"You take this home with you everywhere. No one can wash it off, burn it, or take it away no matter how far you travel. Just like a seashell, you keep your home inside, and as long as you know what it is you love, care and crave, you'll never lose it, no matter what," Angelica said.
"Wow. I never thought of a home like that. Makes sense, though," Luke said.
"When did you realize what the word home meant to you?"
~Listen to her carefully. You may learn something.~
"Only a couple of years back. I always collected seashells. I always liked them, even though I didn't know why. I suppose I always missed having a real place to call home. We moved a lot," Angelica said.
"So you lived in Europe?"

~This girl is really something. She talks like a poet, and she's been places. Aren't you a teeny bit envious?~
"Envious? Of what? Why would I be envious? Leave me alone, I want to hear what she's got to say."
"My dad was German. He met my mom while he was working in New York City, and they got married and had me. After he died, Mom stayed in the city, but she had a really hard time. The city reminded her of what had happened to my dad. She battled depression, and finally, when I was in third grade, she gave in and took my German grandparents' offer to move to Munich and live with them. That's what she told me at first. When I got a lot older, she finally fessed up the rest of the story."
"What happened?" Luke said.

"Mom got pregnant with some married guy who used to work with my dad. He wasn't going to divorce his wife. Mom was too upset and didn't want to stick around. My German grandpa and grandma were pretty wealthy, and they wanted me to grow up there, close to them. So Mom took their offer to move into their big house. I hated it at first. Mom didn't really give me much of a warning. I came home from school one day and all our stuff was packed. She took me straight to the airport. All I remember is that I didn't even have a chance to say goodbye to my friends at school."
"I'm sorry."
~What are you sorry about? This happened years ago. Angelica probably doesn't even care anymore.~
"I just wanted to say something. I felt bad for her."

"That's the first time I thought I lost home. My little sister was born in Germany. We stayed several years, and I learned the language and found new friends. I thought I found myself a new home. I was pretty happy. Mom wasn't, though. She was even more depressed because she missed her parents and her friends, and she had a hard time learning German. I think she didn't want to learn German so that she'd have an excuse not to like living there."
"Did you like it? Did you like Germany?" Luke asked.
"Loved it. We lived in a smaller village near Munich. Everyone pretty much knew each other, and you could run around with other kids until dark, and no one would worry about where you were all the time. I felt free. I think it was that freedom I loved the most. I never felt the same freedom here in the U.S.," Angelica said.
"Mom would never let me run around the neighborhood with other kids until dark when I was in third grade."

~I always thought she was overprotective. Always thinking someone will drive by and snatch you if she'd as much as look away.~
"Kids as little as the first grade walked to school by themselves. And when they were old enough to go to sixth grade, they'd take the public bus to go all the way to one of the schools in Munich. Have you ever been there? Munich's huge. You have to switch buses or take a tram to get to some of those schools. Kids do it all the time. No one's watching their every step when they're in the sixth grade," Angelica said.
"Did you go to a school in Munich, too?" Luke asked.
"I was about to. I was accepted to this very selective art school, and I was ready to start when Mom pulled the same crap like she did the first time. I came home one day and all our stuff was packed. She took me straight to the airport," Angelica said.
"You're kidding!"
~Why would she be kidding about something like that?~

"Came to find out my sister's dad divorced his wife and wanted Mom back in New York," Angelica said.
"That sucks!"
~Why would it suck? It was her little sister's dad. Maybe it was a good thing.~
"Exactly. It sucked. He was an asshole. No wonder his wife divorced him. I can't believe my mom fell for him," Angelica shook her head.
"What did he do?" Luke asked.
"He was a very successful lawyer. He made a lot of money and spent it like it was water. He kept us in his big house, nicely tucked in the Westchester suburbs with the rest of the suckers caged in their kitschy mansions."
"That's an interesting way to describe suburbia."
~I'd say. You see now? Is she poetic or what?~
"Wow! Ha, ha," Luke laughed.

"Ha, ha, ha!" Angelica twirled and threw a scarf around her neck. She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. "Dear Cathryn, you must come over to my house and help me pick up new dining room chairs! I swear if I look at that hideous pattern one more time, I'll have a heart attack!"
"What?" Luke furrowed his eyebrows.
"That's the kind of crap these people worry about! I'm not kidding! That's exactly what one pompous, snooty broad told my mom at one of the birthday parties my sister was invited to. There were like twelve kids being told to have fun by twelve mothers sucking wine like it was going out of style, talking trash like that. Mom took me with her because she thought I'd enjoy tagging along. It was torture! I had to bite my tongue each time one of the moms said something," Angelica said.
"It sounds like you didn't fit in very well," Luke said.

"I stuck out like a sore thumb," Angelica laughed. "The more Mom wanted to fit in, the more I wanted to get out. I was going crazy. This fake, absurd world of theirs was sucking me dry, slapping me with every dishonest word I heard, stealing away my sense of reality with each passing day."
"You're right. She does sound like a poet."
~I told you so!~
"Did you tell your mom how miserable you were?"
~Good question! Asking about feelings! I didn't think you had it in you!~
"No. She had her hands full. They weren't married. Mom, my sister and I lived in his house, and I'm sure he could have kicked us out if Mom got out of line," Angelica said.
"What do you mean? He kept you in line? What's that all about?"
~Wow! Those questions just keep on coming! I'm proud of you, MJ!~

"My mom's very pretty. I think he kept her because he could show off with her at work or at business dinners. That's all. I wasn't his kid; he never liked me. And I don't think he cared all that much about my sister, even though she was his kid," Angelica said.
~So, her mom is very pretty. That explains why Angelica's so pretty.~
"He gave Mom very little money, and she had to do everything exactly the way he wanted. He could be a very angry man if Mom or I didn't listen." Angelica lowered her gaze and bit her lower lip.
"What did he do?" Luke asked.
Angelica looked straight into Luke's eyes. "Mom got a few good slaps. I never understood why she didn't just get out of there. She told me later she was scared because she had nowhere to go."
"So your mom just took it?" Luke said.
"Yeah, she drove me crazy," Angelica said.
"Did you do anything?" Luke said.

"Yep!" Angelica nodded. "One time I called him an asshole after my mom took off for a drive all mad after getting hit for some ridiculous reason."
"What did he do?" Luke asked.
"He slapped me so hard, I had an imprint of his hand on my face for the rest of the day," Angelica said.
"What? He hit you?"
~You sound really emotional. Are you okay?~
"At least I got a chance to pay my mother back," Angelica said.
"What do you mean?" Luke asked.
"By the time she came back, I had all my stuff packed and demanded we move away."
"Holy smoke! You really did that?"
~She has guts! That's one thing you and Luke don't.~
"Shut up. I'm talking to her, not you."
"Did you move away?" Luke asked.
"Of course not." Angelica made a face. "Mom didn't want to believe the asshole slapped me even though my face was all red."

"Are you serious?"
~Of course she's serious! Why would she make up a thing like that about her own mother? Ouch! That's bad!~
"I'm sorry, Angelica," Luke said.
"It's okay, Luke." Angelica gave him a crooked smile. "That's all in the past. It wasn't that bad. I could handle it. The good thing is, my mom eventually came to her senses, and we moved away."
"Where did you go?" Luke asked.
"A few months later we moved to my mom's parents. They live in upstate New York, near Albany. They don't have the best relationship with my mom, but it was still better than being slapped around by some screwed up jackass who thinks he owns her like a car or something."
"Is that where you lived before you came here? Upstate New York?" Luke asked.

"Yes. We didn't stay long. It was boring, and Mom wanted to get a fresh start. It helped that she got a job offer from her former company, and they practically paid her to move here. That's it. That's the story of my life." Angelica shrugged and bowed her head.

THIRTEEN
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
how can you say you know me if even I have no clue who I am
~I know where this is going. I like it.~
"You do? Where do you think I'm going?"
~Second thoughts?~
"Not so fast. I just like the way Angelica talks. She's so open and honest. I like to listen to her."
~We're still here in her house you know. Maybe she'll want you to talk next. Are you ready?~
"Of course not. I'm not going to talk about myself."
~Bummer. I thought I liked where this was going. Well, at least I'll hashtag your tweet.~

Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
how can you say you know me if even I have no clue who I am #confusedteenager #doubt #friendship #honesty #life #school
"Now you know my life in a nutshell. What about you, MJ? Are you going to tell me about yourself?" Angelica said.
"Hm, there's not much to tell."
~I knew it! Who are you hiding from? You said so yourself—you liked her honesty and her openness. Why can't you open up to her?~
"You mean you lived your whole life and there's absolutely nothing worth telling us about?" Angelica said.
~C'mon! Say something! You're being rude!~
"What are you afraid of?" Angelica said.
"I'm not afraid of anything. I'm just..."
~You're just what? A loner? Psycho?~
"Okay, I'm a loner. I don't like to talk about myself. I'm not like you, Angelica. I don't like to open up to people. Why do you do it anyway?"

~How could you say something like that to her? How could you ask her why she opened up to you? That's not just rude! That's crazy!~
"Why?" Angelica said. "You two are the only people I met in school so far who seem interesting enough for me to want to be your friend."
"What?" Luke squeaked. "We're interesting?"
"Yeah," Angelica laughed. "Go figure, right? I don't know what it is, but I think we have something in common."
"Like what?"
~Haven't you said enough nonsense? If you can't say something smart, keep your mouth shut. You were always good at that.~
"I bet you hate small talk just as much as I do," Angelica said.
"You mean the How are you's?" Luke said.
"Exactly," Angelica chuckled.
"I bet you most people who say Great! don't even remember what great feels like."
~Nice comeback!~

"Yeah! It's just a word to them. It doesn't mean anything," Luke said.
"When does a word mean something?" Angelica asked.
"When you feel it rather than repeat it," Luke said.
"You see?" Angelica said. "I was right. I feel the same way about words. Luke and I have two things in common—we don't like small talk and meaningless words. And I don't believe for a minute you really want to be a loner, MJ. You came here, and all it took was one text. Whatever it is you're dealing with, I hope you're honest with yourself. That's all. I have a lifetime to be a loner if I chose to be one. I don't have that much time to find new friends in my new school, so why waste it by pretending I don't care to find any? I wanted you to get to know me so we can skip the learning about each other and do the friendship thing instead. It's your turn, MJ. Give me something. Anything."

"My life's pretty boring. Mom and Dad, living in a house similar to all of the other houses in our subdivision. Hell, the whole neighborhood, subdivision after subdivision looks alike. You could get lost here and wander around for miles thinking your home is the next one."
~Are you serious? You really think all the houses look alike? Are you blind or something?~
"My house looks different," Luke said.
"That's not the point," Angelica said.
"What? Am I missing something?" Luke said.

"It's all sanitized. Everyone's home is similar in size, the neighborhood is perfectly planned, the schools are plastered in the middle of it. Everyone acts like the perfect nuclear family. Kids are sanitized, too. And it's not just the sanitizer in classrooms teachers squirt onto kids' hands after every stupid activity. The kind of sanitizer your parents and your teachers use seeps in through your every pore. It gets inside your head until you almost believe it. Gosh, you're lucky if you end up believing it because if you don't, you'll go crazy."
~I'm not sure I like this speech, MJ.~
"Have you ever gone crazy, MJ?" Angelica asked.
"Every freaking day since I got out of elementary school."
~That long? Why haven't I noticed you were in trouble before? How could you hide from me like that? I thought we were a team!~
"I'm glad to hear I'm not the only one freaking out every day," Luke exhaled.

"Which one of the sanitizers do you hate the most, MJ?" Angelica asked.
"The plan."
~The plan? What is the plan?~
"It's like you're not your own person, ever. Your whole life is planned for you from the get go. And the more you try to steer away from the plan, the tighter the leash they have on you gets. It starts small, so you don't suspect anything. Little kids in organized play dates. They all have to share and be nice. They can't fight or say bad words. They are told to have fun, whatever the hell that's supposed to mean. No one ever defines what fun is. It's as vague as it is overused."
"Fun is like a codeword for anything as long as it's not spontaneous." Angelica snorted a loud laugh.

"You're so right about that!" Luke laughed, too. "I saw a YouTube video of this Hollywood producer with his kids in this crazy decorated carriage with horses riding around their humongous mansion. These parents were inside the carriage with their kids and asking them over and over again, Are you having fun? Gosh, it was so f-ing stupid I felt sorry for those kids even though they probably had more money and stuff than I'll ever see in my entire life."
"Ha, ha, ha!" Angelica was sitting on the floor laughing with Luke. "It is a stupid question. I noticed the more overbearing the parents are, the more often they ask their kids if they have fun. It's like these parents want to believe their kids are happy no matter what. It's stupid and pathetic."
~Now that was not very poetic!~
"She's real, though, isn't she?"

"And then the plan continues. In elementary school, you're supposed to do activities. It doesn't matter if you like them or not. You do them because everyone else does them. Parents sign you up for this and you hate it, so they sign you up for that. You hate it too, so they find something else for you to like. If you're lucky like me, you end up hating it all until your parents give up wasting their money and leave you alone."
"Ha, ha, ha! That's what my folks did," Luke said.
"I didn't do after school activities," Angelica said. "I think it was because I was in Germany. Mom didn't feel like she had to sign me up for everything everyone else was doing because there were plenty of kids like me who didn't bother."

"I wonder how many boys on their baseball teams don't even like group sports or how many swimmers hate the chlorine water. And what about those amazing gymnasts who'd rather put up with the daily torture in the gym than to tell their moms they don't want to do one more flip on the beam because they're scared they'll miss and crack their heads open? How many mothers and fathers don't even know their kids' nightmares aren't that they won't be Olympic athletes, but what it'll be like when they finally quit and watch their parents' disappointment." Luke shook his head.
"Some kids like their sports or whatever activities they're doing," Angelica said, "but there's just as many of those who don't. But you wouldn't know it if you listened to all these parents talking about their awesome kids."

"And the sanitizer keeps on spewing. By the time you're in middle and high school, you're placed in so many accelerated, honors, and AP classes, you think regular classes don't exist in your school. Everyone's in some sort of honor stuff. Just showing up at school every day will get you some stupid award. And the silly moms will plaster gazillions of photos they took of their wonderful, precious children getting some idiotic award all over Facebook. The moms compete with one another. It seems like every parent wants to put something on the Facebook newsfeed so the pressure goes up to get some piece of a paper that says you're good enough."
~You never seemed under any pressure to perform. Did I miss something?~
"That's because I don't talk to my parents. I'm sure if I did, they'd find something to brag about on their newsfeed."
~I guess not talking to them makes sense sometimes.~

"From the day we start to speak, we are told what to think, what to do, and what not to say. Everywhere you turn, you hear about achievement, things we do and things we own. I'm tired of listening to it. I refuse to believe those are the only things that define who I am."
~And they are not! I AM who YOU ARE! I am much more than those  things! The stuff you mentioned is all about ego. I am the soul, the spirit, and I am far above what many people think is important.~
"You are not your achievement or the things you own," Angelica said. "You are what you feel."
~She's so right! That's basically what I said. Can you feel me, MJ? It's the feeling that counts! It's all about what you feel inside!~
"What if I don't want to feel anything inside?"
~But you do, MJ, like it or not.~
"The only thing I feel is anger and loneliness. I'm numb."
~No, you're not. You feel a lot. You feel in color.~
"What?"

~That's right. Your feelings are so intense, you are able to express them in color.~
"What are you talking about?"
~Why do you think I always make you describe the colors you think the words you feel are like? To amuse myself? Of course not! I make you aware of the colors to make you aware of your feelings. It's my way of showing you that you still care. Caring is a powerful feeling, MJ.~
"You sneaky little..."
~What? Are you going to call me a name? I hope it's not a bad one. I certainly don't deserve it.~
"You sneaky little thing."
~I'm not a thing. You know who I am.~
"What am I supposed to call you?"
~How about you sneaky little spirit, little angel, little soul, little friend?~
"Little angel? Aren't you a bit full of yourself?"

~Not all angels come with wings, MJ. Besides, I’ve got like a million names better than what you came up with! I have been your most loyal companion ever since you came into existence! Don't you think it's about time you acknowledged me for who I am?~
"My loyal little me. How about that?"
~I like it. I like it a lot. Do you know why?~
"Why?"
~It looks like you're finally realizing that I AM what defines you, not your little ego. I think I'm finally getting the upper hand.~
"Not so fast my loyal little me! We have a long way to go."
~I'll settle for that!~

"No wonder kids move from one social site to the next. Who wants to be monitored by the parents they had to befriend? And even worse, who wants to be embarrassed by his zealous mother's post bragging her kid got an award even though half the school got it?! One of my friend's mothers posted something like that on his wall, and almost every friend he had unfriended him!" Luke said.
"My parents gave up. I don't think they even know which sites I'm on anymore. They can't keep up."
~What about me? I can't keep up either.~
"It's not only the sanitizer," Luke said. "I sometimes feel like I'm tied up in a straitjacket and caged up just in case I rip the jacket off."
"Seriously?"
~Seriously?~
"This is funny, I thought the same thing!"
~You never told me that!~
"You did?" Luke said.

"Yeah! First you can't run around on your own; you can't say what you really think. You're told what to do, what to say and the endless list of words you're not supposed to say; you're told how to think, how to feel, and what it is you want for the rest of your life. You have no identity. You are a madman in a straitjacket who must be coached and protected from his own self. You want to scream, but the more you scream, the tighter the jacket gets. If you keep screaming, someone in the adult world around you will figure out there must be something wrong with you. And before you can defend yourself, you're diagnosed with a syndrome no one has ever heard of so that the guards can medicate you until you stop screaming. Until you run out of air and collapse. Until you're numb and do what they say. Until you fulfill your parents' plans for the life they never had."
~Wow! Is this the real reason you checked out from your family?~
"Are you, MJ?" Angelica asked.

"Am I what?"
~I don't know what she's asking either.~
"Are you numb?" Angelica said.
"Almost."
"I refuse to be numbified!" Luke said.
"I love that word!" Angelica said. "I refuse to be numbified!"
"Me too!"
~Me too! Hey! We have another thing in common!~
"When I feel this numbness creeping toward me, I talk to myself."
~Hey! I thought it was our secret!~
"I talk to myself, too!" Luke said.
"I talk to myself all the time!" Angelica jumped from the floor and threw her arms up in the air. "We're a bunch of loonies! This is so cool! I have the perfect tweet for this!"
Countdown To Infinity @AngelicaA 
people get hypothermia from looking at us 'cause we're so cool

FOURTEEN
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being a loon makes me feel alive
~I think Angelica's getting to you.~
"What do you mean?"
~She's making you think and talk a lot more than I ever could. I like this girl a lot.~
"You think you know what my tweet is about?"
~Absolutely. Here, I'll show you what it means.~
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
being a loon makes me feel alive #life #purpose #realfeelings #friendship #nonconformity #beyourself #brave
"You know your hashtags are pretty weird, right?"

~Who cares! The only thing that matters is that you and I understand them.~
"MJ!" Angelica said.
"Yes?"
"Have you always been a loner or did you just get up one day and decide you wanted to be left alone?" Angelica asked.
"What?"
~That's a pretty straightforward question. Answer her.~
"I don't remember. I… I guess it kind of happened gradually."
~You don't even remember when and why you got this way?~
"Do you have ANY friends?" Angelica said.
"Um… um, no."
~That's pathetic.~
"Who was Stanley?" Angelica said.
"What? Who told you?!"
~Calm down! She's just asking!~
"How did you find out about Stanley?" Luke asked.
"I didn't find out about him. Someone mentioned him at school and then I checked the Internet," Angelica said.
"He was my friend. The best friend I ever had."
~Amen to that.~

"So you did have a friend," Angelica said.
"I did, too. Stanley was the nicest guy I'd ever known," Luke said.
"I know what happened to him," Angelica said. "It must have been awful for you two. I'm really sorry."
"I have a hard time talking about him," Luke said.
"Me too."
~You should talk. I think it's helpful, don't you?~
"It was an accident. It doesn't seem he was unhappy. So that's a good thing," Angelica said.
"A good thing? Why would him dying be a good thing!?"
~Why are you going off like a time bomb on her?~
"I didn't say it was a good thing he died," Angelica said. "I said it was a good thing he did not want to die."
"But he died! And now he's dead! That's a horrible thing! The worst that could have happened!"
~I thought you and I got over him, but now I see you're still far from it. We have a lot of work to do, MJ.~

"MJ's right," Luke said. "Stanley was the best friend anyone could have, and he did not deserve to die. He did one stupid stunt and ended up dead. That's not fair!"
"And what is? What is fairness  anyway? Would it be fair for someone else to die instead? Someone who's not so nice maybe? Someone who may even WANT to die? What about you, Luke? Do YOU want to die? How about you, MJ? I’ve got news for you two. Life is what it is. It has nothing to do with fairness," Angelica said.
"And who are you? Some kind of a wizard?"
~Don't talk to her like that! That's not nice!~
"Don't lecture us about life and fairness! You didn't even know Stanley! You have no right to analyze his death!" Luke yelled.
"I'm not analyzing Stanley and what happened to him. I'm only trying to understand you two," Angelica said.
"Well, you don't and you won't!"
~Where are you going? I like it here! I want to stay! No!~


~What the hell was that all about? You stormed out of there like a fireball.~
"Didn't you hear her? She never met Stanley, but she talked about him like he deserved to die or something."
~She never said that! You're jumping to conclusions. She asked about him and then she said the good thing was he was a happy guy, not someone who was desperate enough to kill himself. I don't know what's so wrong about that. She's right. Whether you like it or not, Angelica is right. Imagine how you would feel if you found out Stanley was so miserable he killed himself, and you never saw it coming. I guarantee you'd feel a heck of a lot worse about his death than how you feel about it right now. Angelica is right, MJ. She is.~
"So now I feel like a total ass for storming out of her place. That's great. Now what?"
~Now you go back and apologize.~
"Apologize?"

~You've never done that, have you? At least I don't remember you ever apologizing for anything. Maybe it's time you learned how it's done. You never know, it could come in handy one day.~
"I may have to discover that font for sarcasm myself pretty soon."
~You don't have to do that on my behalf.~
"Yeah, right."
"Feeling better?" Angelica said.
"No, I'm not."
~I know that. She knows that, too.~
"Look, for what it's worth, it must have been a wonderful thing to know someone like Stanley. No one will ever take that away from you. The memories you have with him," Angelica said.
"But it hurts so bad, I still can't even mention his name."
~Go ahead. Angelica will not judge your tears. Luke's tearing up, too. You two need to let it all out. Don't keep your pain inside; it's eating you up. Share it with Angelica. She's strong.~

"Which would you rather have, a life in which you never met Stanley so you wouldn't be hurting right now, or a life in which you found real friendship but lost it and was left with this aching pain?" Angelica asked.
"Good question."
~Yeah, very good question.~
"I don't know. What about you, Luke?"
~I'm curious what he's got to say.~
"I suppose I'd still take Stanley. I was so happy around him, I didn't know I could be that happy before. I didn't even mind going to school. It was like there was somebody there who understood me. Stanley made me feel like I was not alone. It was great," Luke said.
"You really do not have any other close friends?" Angelica asked.

"No. My dad moves a lot for his job. Every couple of years or so we move to another state. Even when I made new friends, I lost every one of them eventually. It got so bad, I decided not to get close to anybody so that I wouldn't get hurt next time we'd move," Luke said.
"I always thought moving to new cities had to be cool."
~I think I agree with Luke. It can't be all that cool.~
"Not when you never know where your damn home is," Luke said.
"Where's the rest of your family?" Angelica asked.
"All over the place," Luke said.
"I've lived in this city my whole life. We only moved once, from a small house to a big one, to a so-called good neighborhood, just so we can live like everyone else here."
~Maybe it's not so bad to be rooted somewhere. Everyone needs a place they can think of as home.~
"I didn't ask to live like everyone else. I want my own life, my own stories."

~I'm not sure I follow. You're not being very clear.~
"I didn't move as much as you did," Angelica said, "but I didn't like it either. That's why I collected the seashells. I learned to keep my home in my heart."
"The most important thing about Stanley for me was that I could trust him. I could be myself and not pretend I was someone else just to make him like me."
~I always thought that's what it was. I wish you’d told me, though. Getting information from you is like pulling teeth.~

"I didn't mean to make you upset, MJ. I hope you understand that. You do not have to pretend with me either. The way you stormed out of here showed me how much you cared and how much you still hurt. Like I said, life isn't about fairness. Fairness is another one of those vague words. We're bombarded with it all the time, but what does it really mean? What is fair? It cuts both ways. Something that's fair for someone will not be fair to someone else. Fairness is subjective. If life were fair, everything would be even, equal, neutralized, same. If everything in life is evened out and neutralized, what's left to live for? Can you imagine such a life? Day in and day out the same, monotonous living with no drive to do something, no desire, wish, no dream, just a blank stare into the scripted life someone else decided for us." Angelica shook her head.

"But isn't that kind of what we're doing?" Luke said. "I mean where is the freedom? You're either the good kid who does everything he's told to do, or you're the bad kid who stops listening. Where's the middle ground? How can you be yourself and still be everything everyone wants from you?"
"You can't and you shouldn't," Angelica said. "You are the most important person in your life. Remember that every time someone tells you you should be like someone else. You are who you are, and someone else is someone else. It doesn't mean you have to stop going to school or taking tests, or doing whatever you're doing. There are other ways to find your identity. I found it in my paintings. The only thing that matters is to find yourself in what it is you love and to own it."
"I loved music. I recorded my own songs."
~You can still do that, you know.~
"Why do you use the past tense?" Angelica said.

"My parents didn't really believe I had the talent."
~They never said that! You made that up!~
"Who cares what they believed! You said you loved it. Why would you ever stop playing? If you stop the one thing you truly love, the only one hurt will be you. Why would you want to hurt yourself like that?" Angelica said.
"I don't know. I never thought of it that way."
~To spite your mom and dad, that's why.~
"I'd like to hear your music," Angelica said. "Will you play some for us?"
"I don't have my guitar here."
~You can go get it. It'd take you ten, fifteen minutes tops.~
"Bring it with you next time. I'm serious, I'd love to hear your music," Angelica said.
"Me too. I've never heard you play," Luke said.
"What about your paintings? You said you love to paint."
~Yeah, I'd like to see her paintings, too.~
"Come with me," Angelica said.

"Where are we going?" Luke asked.
"The basement," Angelica said. "I have a little studio there."
"Wow! That is awesome!"
~Wow! That is amazing!~
"This whole room is covered with paintings! There's not a single space left on the walls!" Luke said.
"I have a bunch of canvas paintings in the closet here. I need more space. This room's too small," Angelica laughed.
"What is this supposed to be?"
~I think I know. Step back a little. You'll see.~
"What do you think?" Angelica said.
"Is it a face?"
~It is a face, but step back even further. Look around the face.~
"Wait! Is it... Oh, my God. When did you paint this?!"
~Calm down, MJ. I'm sure she painted this a while ago. It's probably not what you think.~
"It's not what you think, MJ," Angelica said.
"It's a choking game," Luke whispered.

"Choking is not a game," Angelica said.
"That's what it's called," Luke said.
"That's what's so wrong about it," Angelica said. "A game. You'd think it'd be fun, but all you do is numb yourself to the point you lose consciousness. You choke the reality out of your presence until you're high above it all. Until the world around you doesn't exist, until you don't matter, until you're so out of it, you think you're someone else, or you can't even think anymore."
"Have you ever done it?"
~Why are you asking her? Why don't you tell her you did it?~
"My friends did. I just watched," Angelica said.
"I did. A couple of days ago."
~I'm proud of you. I didn't think you'd fess up.~
"You did? MJ!" Luke squealed.
"Why? Were you alone?" Angelica's forehead furrowed.
"Yeah. I wasn't playing the choking game."

~Like hell you weren't. Tell her what you did!~
"I wanted to die."
~I'm shocked! Again, I didn't think you'd say that.~
"Why, MJ?" Angelica said.
"Why did I want to die?"
~That's what she's asking!~
"Did you have a reason?" Angelica said.
"I had a lot of reasons."
~Tell her what it was that pushed you over the edge.~
"It's... It's kind of crazy. I'm... I'm not sure you'd understand."
~Tell her! Do YOU understand? That's the real question here.~
"Try me," Angelica said.

"I... I've been unhappy for a long time. A lot of things happened and everything kind of piled up. And then when Stanley died, my whole world kind of crumbled. He was the only friend I could still talk to, but I never told him how much I appreciated him or how much I cared about our friendship. And then he was gone, and I felt lost. I felt horrible for not telling him. To me, it was like I failed our friendship. I thought if only I’d spent more time with him, maybe he wouldn't have played the choking game alone. Maybe I'd have been there to make sure he wouldn't die. I thought..."
~You never said you felt responsible! You're not responsible for Stanley's death!~
"I thought... I really don't know what I thought. All I could see was my life heading nowhere and my only friend gone. I didn't know what the purpose of me being here was. I was in so much pain I just didn't want to be here anymore."

~But that's still not what pushed you over the edge, MJ. Tell her. Don't be afraid. Tell her!~
"I know this may sound totally off the wall, but I have this nagging voice talking to me inside my head. It's hard to explain. It's not like I'm bipolar or anything. It's more like my inner voice, but it's mean sometimes. It tells me stuff I don't want to hear."
~Because you need to hear it!~
"It's so loud and real sometimes, I think I'm insane. I'd been tweeting about dying and some weird stuff, and this creepy voice started badgering me. I swear I'm not crazy, but I sure as hell thought I was that one time. This voice was brutal. It kept on bothering me, telling me if I killed myself, no one would care; everyone would think of me as some insane loner, Stanley's friend who didn't even matter enough for people to talk about. The only dead person kids would still remember after I died would be Stanley."

~Here you go. It's out. See? You can be honest with yourself. That's good.~
"So this inner voice wouldn't stop yelling at me until I got so fed up, I took some sleeping pills, but I didn't have enough. All I could hear was the voice screaming at me about what a coward I was until I snapped. I grabbed a rope I had because I always wanted to try the choking game. I tied it around my neck and pulled. The voice was screaming, my mind was blacking out, and all I could feel was pain, madness and sorrow all mixed together like poison. I wanted to black out for good so that I could silence my voice and escape the pain. I wanted out. I wanted to go anywhere but here. At that one moment, all I wished for was for the loneliness to end."
~MJ! Why didn't you tell me? You never said you didn't want to be lonely! Is that what hurts? Is it?~

"At least you're not the wimp I am," Luke said. "The first time I heard my inner voice I covered my ears. I've pretended it doesn't exist ever since."
"That's what I did for a long time," Angelica said. "Now we have loud and testy conversations. I actually enjoy our arguments. But why would your voice drive you so far?"
"I kind of wanted this voice to push me over the edge."
~You did? That's not nice! Why did you do that to me? I felt awful!~
"I've been toying with death for so long, I started to believe I was too weak to do it. I needed that push. I needed to be provoked so that I wouldn't think to argue. I needed to get hurt physically to escape the loneliness."
~Why can't you be honest with me? This is so not fair!~
"Did you black out?" Angelica asked.
"Yeah."
~I can't listen to this.~
"How was it?" Luke asked.
"Awful."
~I'd say.~

"I really thought I was dying. It was peaceful and scary at the same time. It was like something was taking me away, stealing my life, my every breath. And then I must have inhaled or something because I coughed a lot, and all I could see was this bright, orange-red lava that poured through my veins. It burned inside me and my head hurt, my lungs hurt, everything ached like hell."
~You never described this to me. I wish you did.~
"Something like this?" Angelica asked and took another painting out of a closet.
"Exactly like this."
~How did she know?~
"What's going on?" Luke said. "When did you paint this? How did you know?"

"This painting is part of a series I did a few months ago. The first is the Choking Game. It's a face—a face of a young girl trapped in a world she doesn't believe in. Every time she resigns herself to follow one more rule, the noose tightens. She knows that eventually the noose will be so tight, she'll choke to death. She doesn't care about her body; that's been claimed by the rules and the noose. She wants to save her spirit, though. That's the second painting with the orange-red lava spewing out of her veins after she cut them with a piece of her shattered life. The boiling lava slowly dissolves her aching body that comes back to life in its last moments of pain. The third painting is the girl's freed spirit. Here." Angelica pulled out the third painting.
"This is beautiful," Luke exhaled.
"You painted this?"
~I know, this is the most beautiful painting I've ever seen!~

"Yes. It's an allegory; my take on what it takes to be yourself. First, you must recognize what it is in your life that's choking you. Second, you must do whatever it takes to free yourself from it so that the third step, your purpose, is to live for what you love and care about. I painted this after I stopped hurting myself. After I realized my life was the only thing that's truly mine, and I decided it was time to claim it back," Angelica said.
"So, are you suggesting we rebel against everything we've been told?" Luke asked.

"No. I'm not suggesting anything like that," Angelica said. "Rebelling for the sake of rebellion isn't gonna work. You still live among people. It's not a jungle. But you also cannot take everything you're told and taught at face value. It's your job to question and search for your own answers. The best way to find them is to start searching inside your own self. You have to know yourself first before you can even begin to understand everything around you."
"Do YOU know yourself?"
~I'm sure she's way ahead of you.~
"I'm still learning. It's not like you wake up one day and say to yourself,  I know who I am and where I'm going. It takes time and stories, lots of stories," Angelica said.
"See? I don't really have any. Every day is the same as the last one. I want to have stories, everyone does. How do you get them in this bubble?"

~That is such a nonsense, MJ! If you didn't hide your head in the sand like an ostrich all the time, I'm sure you'd come across some stories to tell.~
"You're not the only one with a death wish, MJ. I've thought of it, too. I'm sure Luke did and lots of kids you'd never thought would. I know where you're coming from, trust me. But it's not the answer," Angelica said.
"So what is the answer?" Luke said.
"I don't have it. All I know is that death is certain. It will happen one day. You'll get your wish whether you want it or not. So if this one wish is already a given, why waste your life wishing it? There's so much more to do than to wait for death. If you could be granted just one more wish, what would you wish for?" Angelica said.
"I want to record a number one hit."
~I knew you'd say that!~
"I want to create the most amazing special effects movie ever!" Luke said.

"So why don't you?" Angelica said. "Why don't you record music and post it on YouTube and let the whole world know what you did? Why don't you create your own YouTube special effects videos, Luke? These are your stories! Nobody's forcing you to sit in the bubble and do nothing. You want a way out of your bubble? Get out there and post your stuff, show what you can do, share your work and see what happens. You have to create your stories. They won't come to you."
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~Which one is it? Will you play it for me? Is it the one you wrote for Stanley?~
"No. I'm going to write it tonight."
~You tweeted that you have the link but you don't have the song?~
"Somehow I know I'll write it tonight. Don't ask me how, I just do."
~Okay. Let's make sure people will find this.~
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"What is your story, Angelica?" Luke asked. "What is it you want more than anything else?"
"I want one of my paintings to be displayed in the New York Metropolitan Museum," Angelica said.
"Which one?" Luke said.
"This one." Angelica walked over to an oversized easel and pointed at it. "It's not finished so I won't show you yet."
"Why not?"
~I'd like to see it.~
"I don't like to show unfinished works. I need to bring out the colors some more. The green, it's not quite the way I feel it yet," Angelica said.
"You feel the colors?"
~See? You're not the only one!~
"Of course. Don't you feel your movies or your music? How can you create something without feeling it first?"
"I guess I do. I just never think about it that way," Luke said.
"Why did you want to kill yourself, Angelica?"

~That's what I call changing a subject. I want to know that too, though.~
"Like you, I had a long list first. I always missed having a dad even though I did not remember the one I had. Having a parent who died in one of the towers on 9/11 is like having an alarm clock that goes off every September because there's so much noise, so much news and remembering, you just can't put it behind you. So maybe it already started when I was a baby. Then we moved and moved again. I was always busy fitting in and making myself believe I had a home. When my mom moved in with my sister's dad, things went from bad to worse. It's a long story," Angelica said as she turned to look away.
~I think she's uncomfortable talking about her past. Ask her about the painting.~
"What inspired you to paint this last part of the series?"

"This is how I see my own piece of heaven," Angelica said. "I poured out all of my anger into the bloody orange-red painting, and after I was done, I was finally at peace. I wanted to paint my inner world, but I didn't know how to do it. Initially, I closed my eyes. I let the brush dabbed in soft blue flow freely around the canvas. I stopped all negative thoughts from running through my head. I let my hands work all by themselves. I first created the waves and the basic shape of the landscape. And then I looked at the canvas and saw the image slowly rising from within the waves, getting brighter and sharper. My brush only traced what was already there, hidden within the canvas itself. I only brought out my little piece of heaven inside."
"It reminds me of something, but I can't figure out what."
~You're right. I can't figure it out either.~

"Look at the perimeter," Angelica said. "The entire landscape is set inside these giant wings. If you trace them, what do you see?"
"It's a butterfly."
~That's right! It's a giant butterfly!~
"Like I said, my paint brush sort of flowed around the canvas until I had this huge butterfly shape. First I thought I was going to paint a butterfly, but the more I colored its wings, the more visible this beautiful landscape became. It's like an invisible world on the wings of a butterfly. A world so beautiful—colorful but fragile—you'd wipe it off and leave it damaged if you touched its wings."
~I've told you over and over again. This girl's a poet!~
"This is what should be hanging in the New York Metropolitan Museum," Luke said.
"Maybe," Angelica laughed. "But wait till you see the one I'm about to finish. That'll be my best work yet."
"Hey, Luke, do you have any videos you could show us?"

~Good question. I'd love to see some!~
"I do have some on YouTube. Here." Luke pulled out his cell phone.
"You do 3D animation?" Angelica asked.
"Yeah, I love it!" Luke said.
"Dude, you're good! Look how many likes you have! Your stuff is practically viral!"
~He IS good!~
"That's what I do all the time. I love this stuff," Luke said.
"That's why you're so good in computer science and math."
~See? Isn't it great getting to know people? You never know what you're going to learn!~
"I've been called a nerd as long as I remember. I don't really care," Luke said. "I live for this stuff, seriously. All I want to do is go to UCLA and study movie animation and special effects."
"That's great."

~That's great? That's all you have to say? This kid is a living example of passion for something and all you say is That's great? How about You're such an awesome, lucky dude! I bet you never even thought about suicide.~
"You don't seem like you mind this bubble life, Luke," Angelica said.
"Not really," Luke said. "I know I'm getting out, so I don't think about it. It doesn't bother me. My parents are pretty supportive. If it weren't for the moving around the country so much, I'd be pretty happy. But hey, maybe the next move will be to LA!"
"That'd be cool! I mean it! I'd tag along!"
~I'm sure you would. How could you pass up a story like that?~
"I have an idea," Angelica said. "Why don't we each write down the one thing we would do if we only had three days to live? We'll seal it in an envelope and meet up back here in three days and see if we actually did it."

"You mean like we won't tell each other what it was and when we come back we'll open the envelope?" Luke asked.
"Exactly," Angelica said. "That way, we can't influence one another. It's up to each of us to push ourselves to do what we really want to do. Let's try it. It could be fun!"
"Why three days?"
~I was wondering the same thing.~
"I don't like to be rushed too much. One day isn't enough," Angelica said.
"How about a month? I need a lot more time," Luke said.
"Let's start small. We don't have to take a trip around the world," Angelica said. "Here's a pen and paper. Do it."
~Do you know what is the most important thing you want to do?~
"Yeah, duh!"
"It's your song, isn't it? Good for you, it's about time.

"Okay, fold your papers and put them in this envelope," Angelica said. "MJ, sign your name over the sealed edges. You too, Luke. That way you'll know I did not secretly open the envelope. Let's meet up again here in three days. Let's not talk about this at school."
"Let's not talk about this to anyone," Luke said.
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~Really? After all this time? I can't believe you included your own hashtags! What am I supposed to do?~
"Nothing. This is my one thing that I would do if I only had three days to live. This is my post and my hashtags. Stay out of it."
~Ouch! That hurts!~
"You'll get over it. Now be quiet and let me think. I’ve got the melody, but I need the lyrics."
~Baby Blue? Is this about Stanley again?~

"I told you to keep quiet. And no, it's not all about Stanley again. I told you friendship is the color of baby blue, like a blanket. This is about friendship."
~This makes no sense. You're hell-bent on being a loner, but all you talk about is friendship.~
"Hush, I'm thinking. How do you like this? Read it and think about it. I'll keep quiet."
White — without its shadow — is innocent.
White — without its words — is silent.
White — without its touch — is out of this realm.
White is timeless now.
Blue — without its skies — is lost.
Blue — without its sea  — is cold.
Blue — without its source — is empty.
Blue is the hope in the darkness of night.

As I lie down in the wilted grass,
I close my eyes and let the raindrops wash my face.
Wash away, wash away,
All the memories of my every day.
Wipe clean the day and the night,
Spare the blue and the white.
The timeless now and the hope of night,
Make up the baby blue blanket of light.
~I love it! How can you just sit down and write something like this in less than half an hour?~
"I'm not finished, but what's so hard about it? It's what I do. It's what I've always loved to do."

~Do you hear yourself? Do you? How can you say something like this on one hand and plan your suicide on the other? Haven't you heard what Angelica said? You WILL die whether you plan it or not. It's the only thing in life that's certain to happen one day. So why bother planning it? You have a real talent for music. You can even write decent lyrics. Why wouldn't you take that talent and do something big, something that would make you happy?~
"But that's what I wanted all along!"
~So what happened? When did you lose yourself? When did we lose each other, MJ?~
"I don't even know anymore."
~It doesn't matter, my friend. Life is never about one big thing. It's always about a million little things. No one can keep track. The best you can do is to focus on what makes you happy. The rest is just noise.~
"Do you want me to play my song for you?"
~Absolutely. I want you to record it, too.~
"Sure."
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~Getting a little cocky? Or is it something else?~
"What do you know about being cocky? Oh, I forgot, that's your middle name!"
~Very funny! Let me show you what I think.~
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"You think I'm hopeful? About what exactly?"
~About finding new friends.~
"Like Angelica and Luke? You think that's gonna make a difference?"

~It already is. You finally recorded your song and posted it on YouTube last night. This is the third day of your little wishing deal, and you're excited you actually did what you wanted to do for so long. Don't deny it! I know you're happy about it.~
"Okay, maybe I am. That doesn't change anything, though."
~Sure.~
"Luke seemed really nervous in math today, did you notice?"
~I did. No clue why. You guys had no tests, and he's a math whiz anyway. He takes tests with his eyes closed. Maybe it has something to do with his one wish. Maybe he hasn't done it yet, and he's nervous about it. Who knows?~
"Look over there! Did you see Angelica? What's going on?"
~Yeah. I caught a glimpse of her running like mad. Did she go to the gym? Let's go! Hurry up!~
"Why? It's none of our business where she went."
~I don't like the way she ran. Something's not right. We gotta go.~
"What the—"

~Shhh! Over there, those three guys. Isn't that Ethan and two others from his football team? What are they doing with Luke? Oh, my God! Ethan has a metal rod! He's gonna hit him! MJ! Stop him!~
"How am I gonna stop Ethan with a metal rod and two huge guys?!"
~You can't let them beat up Luke! He's your friend! MJ! Do something!~
"What are you doing!" Angelica roared. She jumped between Luke and Ethan and grabbed the metal rod.
"Get out of here before you get hurt!" Ethan growled at her.
"What are you gonna do? Hit a girl? With a piece of metal? That'll make you look tough all right," Angelica sneered.
"I said get out of here. Now!" Ethan yelled out.
"No!" Angelica yelled back at him. "Leave Luke alone. He hasn't done anything to you!"
"Not to me he didn't," Ethan scoffed. "He'd be dead if he tried."
"Then what's your problem?" Angelica shook her head.

"Tell her!" Ethan glared at Luke. "Why don't you tell her your dirty little secret?"
"What's this about?" Angelica turned to Luke.
Ethan and his buddies started to laugh and make faces. Luke's face was frozen in half shock, half embarrassment.
"What happened, Luke. Can you tell me?" Angelica whispered. Luke lowered his gaze and remained quiet.
"You're little boyfriend is more like a girlfriend, darling!" Ethan burst out laughing hysterically.
"What do you mean?" Angelica looked from Luke to Ethan and back again.
"He kissed another dude in the bathroom!" one of Ethan's friends yelled out as he made a face of disgust.
Luke did not say a word. His face turned red and his eyes were glued to the gym floor.

Angelica did not blink an eye. "And that's why you three assholes ganged up on him, dragged him here and tried to beat him up with a metal rod? Are you out of your f-ing minds? What kind of a jackass low-life does that? I asked you what did he do to you?! Nothing! So why do you want to beat him up?"
For a few seconds Ethan and his two friends remained quiet. "Shut up and leave. This is no place for pretty girls like you," Ethan said as he came close to Angelica and cupped her chin with his big hand. "You wouldn't want to get this face rearranged. That'd be real shame, let me tell you." Ethan smiled mockingly at Angelica as he blew her a kiss.

"Why are you so riled up about this? Is it because Luke kissed someone else instead of you?" As soon as Angelica said that, Ethan's face filled with so much hatred, one could hardly recognize the good looking, popular jock. He swung his fist against Angelica's face with so much force, her head would have snapped if she didn't duck in time.
"The cops! Run! The cops are here!"
~Where do you see them, MJ? Where are you running? Watch out! You're gonna run into him! Watch out! Ethan's too big! Be careful!~
"Thanks, MJ," Angelica said. "I'm sure he would have killed me if you didn't scare them with the cops. Are they really coming?"
"Of course not. By the time I had called the police, you'd be history. Both of you."
~Good thinking, MJ.~
"What the hell happened here? Can somebody explain?"
~I wanna know, too.~

"I did the one thing I really wanted to do if I only had three days to live," Luke shrugged.
"Who did you kiss?" Angelica asked.
"Gavin," Luke said.
"He's cute," Angelica smiled.
"So, are you like, gay?"
~Why did you ask? Isn't it obvious now?~
"I had no idea," Angelica said.
"Me neither."
~Me neither.~
"It's not like I'm wearing a big sign on my forehead," Luke said. "Frankly, I didn't even think anyone at school cared about this stuff anymore. It never occurred to me I was supposed to advertise it."
"That's not it."
~No? Then what is it?~
"It's not? Then what? What was I supposed to do? Date another guy? Well, that isn't so easy. The truth is I haven't found anyone I really liked until I met Gavin, but I was too shy to tell him," Luke said.

"Luke's right. And who he likes isn't really any of our business," Angelica said. "But you're wrong about no one caring whether you're gay or not."
"I know. There are always going be jerks like Ethan," Luke said.
"That's not it," Angelica said. "Girls do care. Don't you know having a gay guy as a friend is every girl's dream?"
"Why's that?" Luke asked.
"You get a BFF without the girl competing with another girl drama," Angelica smiled. "It's a dream come true in the friendship department."
"Is Gavin gay?"
~He must be! Why would they kiss?~
"I always thought he was," Luke said. "Now that I finally kissed him, I know he is." Luke furrowed his brows and smiled.
"How did Ethan find out?"
~Yeah, good question.~
"His sidekick was in one of the stalls. We didn't see him. He walked out just as we kissed," Luke said.

"Why would Ethan want to beat you up? What's the point?"
~He's a jerk, MJ. Always has been.~
"I don't know, but I worry about Gavin. He doesn't know what just happened here. If Ethan wanted to beat me up, he'll probably wanna do that to him, too," Luke said.
"Well, we'll just have to make sure he won't," Angelica said.
"And how are you going to do that?"
~I bet she's got something up her sleeve.~
"I have an idea," Angelica said. "Let's go. I have something to show you."

SEVENTEEN
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
if you're sick and tired of being pushed around, push back, it's worth it
~I'm proud of you, MJ. It was a scary situation, and you put yourself out there.~
"I'm no hero. Angelica is. She stood up to them, not me. I just made up a cop story. In fact, I was too scared to face them. I don't know if I would’ve had the guts to go and stand up to them the way she did."
~You never know. You did something and got them off their backs. It counts, MJ. It's a start. Allow me to tweet this one.~
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"Luke, you need to call Gavin and tell him to steer clear of Ethan. I'll take care of that bully tomorrow when I see him at school," Angelica said.
"Sure," Luke said and picked up his cell phone.
"This is my one thing I wanted to do in my last three days," Angelica said and pulled a piece of cloth off an easel.
"Angelica! This is the most amazing painting I've ever seen! I'm not kidding! What is it?"
~I'm speechless, MJ. This painting would take my breath away if I had any to begin with.~
"Wow! Angelica! What is it?" Luke called out.
"It's called Rumors," Angelica said.
"It's like 3D or something," Luke said.

"I layered a lot of colors on top of one another. I got the idea from how rumors spread. You know, how it usually starts small, a comment that can even be somewhat innocent. When passed on, a word or two are often added, and the cycle begins. A sentence is added next, and an innocent intent changes to a meaning. Even if it’s wrong, the meaning takes on a life of its own until the rumor forms its ugly head and plows through the fertile soil of people's imagination hungry for another story.

"This is my story in painting. I started with a dab of yellow, perfectly good, the innocent color of sunshine. I smeared a bit of gray that clouded its rays and dropped a bunch of blue raindrops all over the canvas. I got mad that one mean cloud just went ahead and covered my sun, so I added more strong rays to shine through the clouds and the rain. It formed a beautiful rainbow that covered every inch of the white base. But it still rained cats and dogs and the downpour of water smeared the rainbow colors. The colors dripped, and in order to catch them, I painted a huge meadow of young, crisp grass to absorb the rain. But the rain just kept on falling as the storm approached with its thunder and lightning. The flash of light struck the wet pools on the ground. In my mind, fire broke out and singed the young grass until it could not grow any taller. It turned to slime as more colors piled up high on one another. The slime churned and oozed; its green color became almost metallic as it resonated the fear and the madness of all the destruction from the beautiful, sunny beginning through the innocent growth until the fire blazed all hope, and the slimy river of rumors flooded the small, vulnerable world inside." Angelica touched her painting and smiled.

"That's one heck of a description."
~Why do I have a feeling she's not talking about her painting?~
"That's what it felt like when I was painting it," Angelica said.
"The way you described it is kind of sad, but this painting is so beautiful. Almost peaceful," Luke said.
"The peace is the end product," Angelica said. "The process was not peaceful at all, trust me."
"So what is this really all about? Can you tell us?"
~Yeah! I want to know!~
"This is what rumors look like in my head. I hate them. They're sinister, often mean and they can destroy you. Most of the time, you can't even defend yourself. There's nothing I hate more than people who spread them. When I hear a rumor, this is what goes through my head," Angelica pointed at the canvas.
"This painting is so amazing, you should really exhibit it somewhere," Luke said.

"That's my next thing to do. I don't know how I'd be able to do it in the next three days though!" Angelica laughed.
"Okay! Time for MJ," Luke said. "What do you have for us?"
"I'll be right back. I need to go get my guitar."
~Hurry up! I can't wait to hear what they think!~
~You seem kind of excited, MJ.~
"That's because I can't even remember the last time I played a song to anyone."
~See? You should have never stopped. Your music is great.~
"I was too upset. Maybe it's a good thing I took a break. I feel more energized, connected to it. I can't explain, it just feels right."
~I'm really happy for you, MJ. I really am.~
"I believe you."
~Let's hurry back. We don't want to keep them waiting.~
"Nice guitar!" Luke said. "How much did it cost?"

"I don't know. I looked it up on Google and it went for anywhere from $900 to $1,200. Dad bought it for my birthday a few months ago."
~You see? He did notice you weren't playing. Maybe this was his form of an apology. Have you ever thought about it?~
"So you wrote a song," Angelica said. "Let's hear it."
"White — without its shadow — is innocent. 
White — without its words — is silent. 
White — without its touch — is out of this realm. 
White is timeless now.
"Blue — without its skies — is lost. 
Blue — without its sea — is cold. 
Blue — without its source — is empty. 
Blue is the hope in the darkness of night.

"As I lie down in the wilted grass, 
I close my eyes and let the raindrops wash my face. 
Wash away, wash away, 
All the memories of my every day. 
Wipe clean the day and the night, 
Spare the blue and the white. 
The timeless now and the hope of night, 
Make up the baby blue blanket of light.
"White — without its shadow — is incorrupt. 
White — without its words — is frail. 
White — without its touch — is absent. 
White is a road to infinity.
"Blue — without its skies — is tainted. 
Blue — without its sea — is drowned. 
Blue — without its source — is aimless. 
Blue is what's left after darkness has gone. 
As I lie down in the wilted grass, 
I close my eyes and let the raindrops wash my face. 
Wash away, wash away, 
All the memories of my every day.

"Wipe clean the day and the night, 
Spare the blue and the white. 
The timeless now and the hope of night, 
Make up the baby blue blanket of light.
"Wash away, wash away, 
All the memories as I lie, 
Under the baby blue blanket of light. 
You spared the blue and the white, 
You spared my life and my soul, 
Wash away my pain and make me whole. 
The timeless now and the hope of night, 
Two colors, two friends in one baby blue blanket of light."
"This needs to be everywhere! YouTube, iTunes, everywhere!" Luke said.
"I'm actually crying, MJ," Angelica said. "You have such an amazing voice! Your music literally gives me goose bumps!"
"Guys," Luke said. "I have an idea. We need to make a video together."
"What kind of video?"
~I think I know! That's a fantastic idea!~

"Can I use some of your paintings, Angelica? Did you record this song, MJ? If I use MJ's lyrics as a storyline and Angelica's paintings, I think I can come up with the most amazing 3D movie yet! Between the three of us we have so much to tell, we'll have to make like a hundred videos to tell all of our stories! Let's start with this song. I can animate a 3D video like you've never seen before. This is epic, guys! We have so much emotion, anger, fun, dreams and who the hell knows what else, that if we put it into some awesome videos, we'll be famous!"
"Are you serious?"
~Of course he's serious! Look at him! Have you ever seen anyone this excited?~
"I love it! Luke, you're a genius!" Angelica jumped up and down. "I'm in!"
"Me too! What do you say, MJ?" Luke asked.
"Sure. I'm in."
~Ugh! You scared me. For a moment I thought you'd say no.~

"I'll start tonight. I have a camera in my backpack. Can I take some pictures, Angelica?" Luke said.
"Of course! Take as many as you need," Angelica said.
"Will you e-mail me the lyrics, MJ?" Luke said.
"Sure."
~I have a good feeling about this whole project.~
"Let's do this. I'm super excited!" Luke said.
~I really like that Luke dude.~
"I like him, too. He seems genuine."
~Genuine like Stanley?~
"Maybe."
~What about Angelica? Is she genuine?~
"Are you kidding me? She's beyond genuine. She's so cool it's almost unreal."
~She reminds me of an angel. Even her name sounds like that of an angel. If angels exist, I think they look like her, at least some.~
"What are you babbling about?"

~You don't think she's like a human angel? You don't have to have wings to fly, you know. An imaginary flight can be just as exhilarating as a real one. Look at yourself. You barely know her, and I already don't recognize the suicidal loner you were a few days ago.~
"I still am. Nothing's changed."
~If you say so.~
"You know what's interesting?"
~What?~
"Luke. He gets outed kissing a guy at school, he's almost beaten by a bunch of a-holes, and yet he wants to make videos like nothing happened to him today."
~That just shows you everything is about choices. He could have been scared, crushed, or humiliated at the least. Instead, he sees his good pile growing with opportunities to work with talented friends to create videos he loves to do. It's his choice. What about you, MJ? What do you choose?~
"What's there to choose from?"

~Well, you wrote an awesome song. Will you choose to add it to your good pile? Will you help create and post an amazing video with your friends? Or will you choose to put it in the bad pile because you'll lock it up in the drawer and pretend it only exists to remind you that you have no one to listen to it?~
"This is stupid. Why would I pretend my song doesn't exist?"
~Isn't it what you've been doing all this time? Pretending your music doesn't exist by dumping your expensive guitar in your closet and ignoring the tunes popping up in your head? Remember, MJ, stories come in all shapes and forms. They don't have to be happening in the world around you. Stories can happen in your heart and your mind. People chase after events thinking events are the stories that matter. What really matters in the end, though, is what you feel, what makes you happy, what makes you want to live your life for. Those are the best stories of all.~

EIGHTEEN
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
even though I have wings I stay grounded
~You don't have to. Take flight! Don't be afraid.~
"I'm not afraid."
~If you had wings, what would you do?~
"I'd fly as high as I could into the sunset. I always wanted to chase the setting sun. I'd get through the dark orange clouds and keep going until I'd be so close to where the sun hasn't yet set, it'd be like I stopped the time from passing. That'd be a great story."
~What color would that story be like?~
"Dark gray with an orange hue and bright, fiery yellow streaking through it."

~Just like the sunset?~
"Just like it."
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"Do you always have to use all these hashtags? They're annoying."
~The only annoying thing is you. Can't you see how well they worked for us? You've got twenty-eight thousand followers! Maybe these people like what you tweet. You need hashtags so that more people can find and like what you have to say.~
"Whatever."
"MJ! Luke said you never sent him the lyrics," Angelica said.
"I'm sorry. I forgot."
~I did too.~
"I have it my notes. Here, I'll text it to him right now."
~How could we both forget it?~
"It's okay. Luke already started working on the movie. I'm really psyched about this video. I think it'll be a good one," Angelica said.

"Oh, no. Look who's coming."
~Oh, no.~
"Hey, gorgeous! Where's the pretty boy? I've got something for him," Ethan said.
"And what would that be?" Angelica said.
"Here," Ethan snickered and stepped aside.
"Gavin!" Angelica called out. "Leave him alone, you jerk!"
"I just can't get enough of you and all those hot names you call me." Ethan walked over to Angelica and whispered in her ear, "How about you and I go out on a proper date? Maybe I can teach you how to be nice to me." Ethan's face hardened, his anger evident in his eyes.
Angelica winked at Gavin, turned and whispered back in Ethan's ear. Ethan jerked his head and stepped back. He motioned to his sidekicks to follow him as he quickly walked away ignoring Luke who just joined them.
"What did you tell him?"
~I'm dying to find out!~

"Yeah, what did you say?" both Gavin and Luke said exactly the same thing.
Angelica put her forefinger on her lips and said, "I know you're jealous of Luke because he dumped you. Coming out is a hard thing for you. You have no idea how fast this rumor will spread on all the social sites. You'll never have a chance to disprove it because almost everyone's dying to make you pay for all the bullying you've done."
"You posted that?" Luke squealed.
"Of course not," Angelica said. "Ethan's not gay, and I'm not a liar. But he doesn't know that. The only thing he understands is how quickly rumors spread. His reaction was his undoing. His sidekicks saw how shocked and nervous he was. That's all I needed. He knows that, too, now. I got him where I wanted him to be. The threat of a rumor like that is enough to keep him away."
"Are you sure about that?" Gavin said.

"Trust me," Angelica said. "He may be a big guy, even a good looking guy, but he's an insecure piece of shit. Why would he be such a bully if he had any self-confidence?"
"I don't get it," Luke said. "You just said he's tall, strong and good looking. How can you not have self-confidence if you're Ethan?"
"What do you know about him? What do you know about his life, his home, his past? People can have all kinds of issues. You never know. Confident people don't need to put others down, that's all," Angelica said.
"I hope you're right and he leaves us alone," Luke said.
"I think he will," Angelica said. "There's someone else I'd be more concerned about if I were you, though."
"Who's that?" Luke said.
Angelica nodded her head toward a group of approaching girls.
"MJ!" Brenna called out. "Does the name TeenageRevenge ring a bell?"

"What's it to you?"
~That's right! What is it to her?~
"I wanted to use that one!" Brenna yelled out. "You stole my idea!"
"What are you talking about? I've had that name for, like, ever!"
~That's right!~
"I don't care. You're gonna cancel your account and leave the name for me. I don't get it how you could have like thirty thousand followers. Your tweets suck!" Brenna said.
"I'm not canceling anything. It's my Twitter name."
~Good for you. She's got some nerve!~
"We'll see about that," Brenna said. "And you," she turned to Angelica, "stay away from Ethan. He's not your boyfriend material."
"Oh, trust me, he's not boyfriend material PERIOD!" Angelica made a face and turned to walk away.
"I don't think you want to start that rumor, Angelica," Luke said.

"She has no idea what I was talking about," Angelica motioned towards Brenna. "Ethan dumped her, and now she's jealous. That's why I said we have to be careful with her. I'm sure she hates me and everyone who's my friend."
"I hate this drama," Gavin said.
"You've got that right," Luke said.
"Why does she want your Twitter name, MJ?" Angelica said.

"It goes way back. She's hated my guts ever since Stanley told her off with that 'old cell phone being an expensive antique' story. She found out later that Stanley fooled her. It was a double whammy for her since she had a crush on him. I guess she was mad at Stanley, but she took it out on me. I couldn't stand her either so when we were waiting one day in the gym for the morning bell to go off, we were brainstorming Twitter names. One of the names she called out was TeenageRevenge, and she really liked it. That's what she said at least. So I created a Twitter account under that name before she did. I know she's been following me for a while. She must have just figured out that TeenageRevenge is me. It must be eating her up."
~You naughty little rascal! I love it!~
"That's cool!" Luke said.
"I didn't think you had it in you. I'm proud of you!" Angelica said.
"Hope you're not following her," Luke said.
"Actually, I am."

~Are you out of your mind?~
"You serious?" Luke said.
"You need to unfollow her," Angelica said.
"Sure, I'll do it right now. What the—"
~What is this?~
"What's up?" Luke said.
"Nothing."
~What do you mean nothing?~
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~How come you're using hashtags? What's so important all of a sudden?~
"Don't you see this? Brenna's flooded my Twitter with so many lies I can't even find anyone else's posts!"
~You should have never followed her.~
"How was I supposed to know she was gonna do this? She's insane! I didn't know that!"
~It's not like this came out of thin air. You said so yourself, you stole her Twitter name idea.~

"I didn't STEAL it! She threw it out there like everyone else did! We had a bunch of names, and we all kind of talked over one another."
~That's not true. You said she liked that name and you went ahead and registered it before she could. Don't lie to me! If you lie, you won't be any better than her!~
"Look what she's writing! None of this is true! Look!"
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"It's one crazy tweet after another! What the hell is she doing? This is insane! None of this is true! She can't do this!"
~MJ! Calm down, MJ! Turn it off! Don't read this stuff, please.~
"How am I supposed to ignore this? It's me she's lying about! I have to stop her!"
~What are you doing?~
"I'm going to rat her out on all social media. Here, Tumblr first—"

~Oh, my gosh, MJ...~
"What the—"
~She's done the same thing on Tumblr.~
"Look over here. Look at her Facebook. She's telling everybody to unfriend me on Facebook, unfollow me on Tumblr and Twitter, and she's posting all this trash on Instagram and who knows where else!"
~What was that?~
"I got this—"
~What is this?~
"Snapchat. It's—"
~Erase it! Oh, it's already gone. I'm so sorry, MJ.~
"Look, another one."
~How could someone do this? This is not mean. This is cruel! Horrible! Awful! It's gone.~
"It's gone from my phone, but everyone she sent it to saw it. It'll never be gone from my memory."
~It doesn't mean anything, MJ. She drew a picture of you with a rope around your neck. She's mean and stupid, that's all.~

"She wrote, Why Stanley and not this loser?! It means everything! To me, it means everything! Brenna's right—why Stanley? He was such a great kid! No one gives a damn about me! It should have been me!"
~MJ! That's not true! You can't think like this! Stanley's death is not your fault. Brenna is cruel, mean, and a bad person. All she cares about is her own self. Don't give in to her crazy stunt. You're a good kid, you have friends now, and you matter!~
"Look! People are catching on! See these posts? Everyone's talking about me. All these mean, untrue things. How can people say stuff that's not true when they don't even know me? Don't they realize how much this hurts?"

~They don't, MJ. It's not an excuse, but posting stuff on the Internet is so easy, so fast, kids do it without giving it a thought. Trust me. Half the people posting do not even know you. They wouldn't know it's you they're writing about even if you stood right next to them. That's why you can't take this seriously. Please, MJ, please turn off your cell phone.~
"What am I supposed to do? Pretend these posts don't exist? Are you kidding me? They do exist! They're all over the Internet, and they'll be there FOREVER! What doesn't exist is me because I don't matter to anybody as a person. I'm a laughing stock right now, and once I'm old news, no one will care what this did to me! I can't keep going back and forth like this. I'm tired. Every time I set myself up and start to believe things are changing, shit like this happens, and I'm back to square one. I'm really tired. Tired of hoping, trying, hurting, and disappointing over and over again. I can't keep doing this. I just can't!"

~MJ! No! Remember, if you kill yourself, I will have to leave you! And I don't want to leave you! It's not all about you. If you destroy me against my will, I will never stop haunting you. Even in death, I'll call you a bloody murderer! You won't just commit suicide, you'll also commit murder! So remember that while you're weighing the pros and cons!~
"I'm not weighing anything. There are no pros and cons. I should have done this a long time ago. All these discussions and endless debates were just a waste of time. It's pointless. I am a loser. Everybody knows it. I can't change a thing. I'm done. I have no friends, and the two I thought I had are now reading all of Brenna's posts and wondering who the hell I am. I'm tired and I'm done! I just want to be alone. I only want to have my peace. I want to be gone, out of here, for good."
~No! MJ! No! No! NOOO!~

"NO! MJ! STOP!" Angelica screamed as she grabbed the rope tied around MJ's neck. The rope was so tight, it took her a while to loosen it. In the meantime...
I lay my aching head, weighted down by the heaviness of being. The haze that enwraps me is thick and soundproof. The only sound that creeps through is the soft sound of footsteps of my approaching date. Once again, Death is the only companion of the confused, tired, wounded mind. Death seems kind in the midst of the upset when all I can think of is the end. Erasing all past, ignoring everyone in the present, foregoing all the possible futures, Death is the moment, the now, and the everlasting.
She's lifting me up, and I see the wings of a butterfly. I will finally soar far, far away from what I've known. On the wings of a butterfly I will drift into infinity. Just one last breath, one last exhale...

"MJ!" Angelica screamed as she shook the lifeless body so hard, the head hit a side of the bookcase.
"Egh, egh, egh..."
~Breathe! Inhale!~
"Uh..."
~Good. One more, MJ. Good.~
"Here, MJ, turn sideways," Angelica said. "Luke, get some pillows."
"Here, MJ," Luke said. "Prop your head."
"I thought we lost you," Angelica said. "You scared us!"
"Why did you come here?"
~To save you! Can't you see that?~
"I saw the posts," Angelica said.
"I did too," Luke said.
"You should have just let me be. This is not what I asked for. I wanted to be done. You should have just let me be."
"No," Angelica said. "It's not that simple. And it's not all about you."

"It IS all about me! I didn't ask you to come and save me! I did what I wanted to do for a long time now! You have no right to barge in here and save me from something I don't need saving from!"
~How dare you talk to them like this!~
"If I was the one trying to kill myself and you knew that's what I was about to do, you'd do that same thing," Angelica said.
"That's different."
~How?~

"How is that any different, MJ?" Angelica yelled out. "I care about you, Luke cares about you, and we see these horrible posts knowing you've been toying with death before. Of course we'll come and make sure you're okay. How could we live with ourselves if we didn't check on you and something happened to you? Can't you understand this is not only about you? It's about the people you leave behind, MJ! Not me, not Luke, but your mom and dad, and the rest of your family. There are people who love you and who'd have to live with the loss. Don't you remember how awful it was when Stanley died? Why would you do that to the people who love you?"
"It's my life."
~That's a really great excuse! Are you kidding me?~

"You don't live in a vacuum, MJ. You may think you do in your own twisted way, but you don't. Everything you do, big or small, affects everyone around you. Maybe you think you have the right to take your own life, but I've got news for you—you have no right to hurt other people by doing it. It cuts both ways, MJ. You can't commit suicide without hurting a lot of innocent people. You have no right to do that."
"What makes you such a know-it-all?"
~You're so mean! This girl just saved your life! Show her some appreciation!~
"I've been there, MJ. Been there, done that," Angelica said.
"What do you mean?"
~Did she just say she tried to kill herself?~
"Go get something to drink and wash your face with some cold water, MJ," Angelica said. "I'll tell you a story I haven't told anyone but my mom."

NINETEEN
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~How do you like my tweet?~
"I'm not sure I follow. Seems like you're asking me if I like you but then you add those hashtags that completely throw me off."
~I'm wondering if you like me talking to you. I'm also curious what the mean bullies really think of themselves when they're alone, when there's nobody watching them. Do you think they like what they see in the mirror?~

"I don't see how; but then again, I'm not a bully so how would I know?"
~It'd be interesting to know.~
"I'm more curious to hear what Angelica has to say."
~Let's go back then.~
"Here," Angelica said as she took off her leather bracelets and turned her wrists upright. "See the scars?"
"Did you—"
~Did she cut herself?~
"For years I actually believed I was doomed. Every time something good happened in my life, it was almost immediately replaced by something bad. I felt like I had no control over anything that was happening. I felt out of place, lonely. The only thing that made me truly happy was my painting.

"Things went from bad to worse when we moved in with Roger, my sister's father. I was excited at first to live in a beautiful, huge house in an upscale suburban neighborhood only a few miles from Manhattan. I was a fool; I never fit in. I knew within days that it was a mistake, but Mom was too awestruck by all the luxury. It didn't last, of course. The first time Roger hit her, she went from awestruck to dumbfounded. The second time, she got pissed and fought back. I wished she had packed up and left, but she just kept fighting and then excusing his behavior. He was a very good looking man, and he knew how to get under her skin. Each time Mom would decide to move out, he'd plead and beg and promise and shower her with gifts. Mom fell for it every single time.

"It pained me so much to watch that, I had to distract myself from the sharp pain inside of me. The first time was the scariest. I remember I picked the biggest knife we had and traced my wrists with it careful not to really cut myself. That made me believe I was nothing but a wimp who could not even cut her own wrists. The next day I rushed home, grabbed a smaller knife, closed my eyes and cut quickly before I could stop myself. I squealed from the pang of sharp pain and waited for it to subside before I had enough courage to look at what I did. My left wrist was bleeding. I let cold water run over the wound while I recalled every second from when I got home to when I looked at my bleeding hand. It was a blur I could not make sense of. The only good thing was that once I felt the pain I inflicted on my own body, the anger left me, and I was able to put my day behind me.

"I didn't cut myself every day, maybe once a month or so, and it got more intense each time. The cuts got deeper, I let the blood flow longer, and the marking of the end of that particular day was that much more significant. The pain was my outlet. I'd closed myself to the world around me so much, I barely noticed anyone else. When I cut myself, ironically, I felt alive. I was able to draw the inner pain through my blood flowing out of my fresh cut. The physical pain gave me relief from the pain I kept inside. I felt in control of my own life, free to end it if I wanted to."
"I'm so sorry, Angelica."
~I did not expect that.~
"Wow, I'm sorry too," Luke said.

"It was my way of coping with the lack of control over this never-ending drama. Unfortunately, Roger upped the drama even more. He was eyeing me ever since we moved in. Over the course of one summer, I grew like three inches and changed a lot. He started to touch my arms, my back, even pat me on my butt a lot. It made me very uncomfortable."
"Did you tell your mom?"
~I hope so!~
"What was there to tell? Roger did it in such a playful, hard-to-pin-down way, I wasn't sure he really meant anything by it. I made myself believe he wasn't serious and I was just imagining things, jumping to conclusions. The more I thought about it, the worse I felt about myself. I thought it was all my fault for growing up, for simply being. To distract myself, I started to cut even deeper. My scars got bigger, and they took longer to heal."
"And your mom didn't see your cuts and scars?" Luke said.

"I got really good at hiding them," Angelica said. "The bracelets helped."
"But you have so many scars, how could she not see anything?"
~That's what I was wondering.~
"I don't know. She was probably too distracted by Roger's outbursts to notice much else," Angelica said. "I was in a dark place. I started to believe demons were a part of my existence. Like you, MJ, I became a loner. Kids at school didn't like me very much. The girls were jealous because a lot of boys wanted to date me. Boys thought I was stuck up because I wouldn't date any of them. I became depressed and disconnected until one day…" Angelica's voice trailed off.
"You okay?" Luke said.

"Yeah, I'm fine," Angelica said. "Mom volunteered as a chaperone at my sister's school trip. They weren't coming home until late, and I was busy writing a report. Roger came to ask some stupid question about something, and I don't think I even bothered answering. He got mad and grabbed my arm. I jumped from my chair and yanked my hand back. He held me so tightly, my shirt ripped at the arm seam as I yanked it even harder. That's when he started laughing and saying all this nasty stuff…" Angelica trailed off again.
"You don't have to tell us. It's none of our business."
~It's nice that you said that. I think she wants to talk, though.~

"I know. I want to. I've never told anyone other than my mom what happened exactly. I have to break this self-imposed silence. It's still eating me up inside. Just this once and I'll never have to talk about it again," Angelica paused. "Roger called me a whore and a tease. He said I was too stupid to know what was good for me, and that he'd throw us all out of his house if I said a word to anyone. I started to call him names too. I said I was going to tell mom if he touched me and that I'd call the cops."
"Good for you!" Luke said.

"He started to laugh like a lunatic. 'You stupid little bitch, don't you know who I am? There's not a cop in this county that'll touch me! It's your word against mine! I'm the lawyer here, and I can assure you if you say one word, I'll make sure your mother will never see your little sister ever again! I can do whatever I want, and there's not a single damn thing you or your mother can do about it! Now shut up and do what I say or I'll knock you out cold, have my way and you won't even know what happened to you!' That's what he said. I still remember it word for word," Angelica said.
"What an asshole!"
~My exact words.~

"I backed off but he grabbed me and slid one of his hands under my t-shirt. Then he started to yank on my jeans with his other hand. I started to kick him and push him away. He got really mad and slammed me against the wall. My head hit the wall so hard, I thought he cracked my skull. He started to kiss me and I was so scared, so shaken up, I froze for a while. He must have thought I stopped fighting him, so he eased his grip on me. I took my chance and kicked him in the groin with my knee so hard, he squealed like a pig. I ran out of the house and into our backyard. I had my cell phone in the back pocket, but before I dialed, I saw Mom's car pull into the driveway. They got home earlier because a few kids got some food poisoning from something they ate at lunch.

"I told my mom what happened and that was the first time ever that I saw my mom get so mad, she could have killed that son of a bitch. I honestly thought that's what she was going to do. She stormed into Roger's home office and pretty much knocked over every piece of furniture, stack of papers, books, and everything else that was anywhere near her path. I could see Roger frozen in a stupor as she jammed her fist into his face calling him every possible f-bomb there was. She said she was going to call 911 and report he was beating us all up if he as much as stood up, which he did not. She was holding her cell phone with the 911 numbers waiting for her to hit the call button. She ordered us to pack some basic stuff, and we left within half an hour. We stayed with one of Mom's friends for a couple of weeks. Mom told her friend what happened. The woman was mortified and urged us to go to police but we didn't want to. Roger was right; he was a well-known lawyer. It'd be impossible for us to prove what he did. He's a snake, and he knew how to play the system. We didn't. It was almost the end of the school year, so Mom wanted me to finish school first before we'd decide what to do and where to go. It almost worked. We almost made it.

"The first week at school was okay. I was still shaken up but at least no one knew what happened. But the next week turned out to be a total disaster. Someone must have found out, and within days a nasty rumor spread like wildfire. Someone actually claimed I was having sex with Roger. Not like rape, but willingly and repeatedly. When I saw that on a social site, I thought my world had ended. You'd never believe what kind of lies people made up about me after that. Within that one week, I became the whore Roger called me. I became a lot more than that. I no longer existed as Angelica or even as a teenage girl. I was some kind of trash left by the sidewalk. And the worst thing was, I began to feel like it."
"I am so, so sorry, Angelica."
~That poor girl! I'd cry a river for her if I could actually shed a tear.~

"And then, when I got to school on Friday of that second week, I saw a picture on Instagram. It was me with Roger pinning me against the wall in my room with his hand under my t-shirt. The caption said, Money can buy you anything... By the time I saw it, it had over four hundred likes. I was sick to my stomach. I felt completely naked with imaginary mud and spit smeared all over my body and face. I could not hold the tears that were running down my burning cheeks. Each time I wiped them, I imagined I smeared some of that mud across my face and made it even worse. My mascara burned my eyes and leaked dark smudges under them. I ran out of the school, and I ran all the way to where we were staying. I didn't stop the whole eight miles until I was inside the house, shutting the door behind me.

"No one was home. I was all alone, free to hate myself for allowing everyone at school to think the rumor was true because I did not stay to defend myself. I felt like a complete failure for running away, a despicable fake who could not stand up to bullies and nasty rumors. I took out the knife and went to the bathroom. It was exactly at that time when I looked in the mirror and saw nothing in the empty glare. No solution, no argument, no possible explanation for my stupid, pathetic life, for my utter incompetence to protect myself from a vicious, untrue rumor. It was then that I saw no point in existing anymore because I hated the person staring at me in the mirror. A shame, a horrible, ugly, hurtful shame filled every crevice of my inner being. I was ashamed for a rumor that was not even true.

"That was my breaking point. I went from hating everyone else—the whole world I lived in—to hating myself. That's when you're standing on top of a cliff. That's when you believe the only way out is to jump. When you hate yourself enough, you don't see any other option. You don't plan it; you don't even write a note. You don't think it's important to tell anyone why. You hate yourself enough to believe no one cares, so you don't bother.

"I locked the door of my temporary bedroom, sat down on the bed and clutched the handle of the knife. I'd always cut enough to bleed but not deep enough to cut any major vein. This time, I really meant it. I aimed at the veins and the artery, closed my eyes, and pushed hard and fast before I could feel the pain and jerk my hand away. I could feel the warm blood flowing immediately. Before I even lay down, a huge blood stain formed in my lap and on the bed covers. I was surprised how little pain my deep cut actually caused. It made a big mess around me but very little pain. Within minutes I felt the strange peace and quietness even as I heard the knocking on the door. I just drifted away as the voice got louder and the knocking more intense. In my world, all was quiet. I was surrounded by a haze that spread all around and protected me from thoughts, voices, feelings, and from the demons that took over my soul."
"Angelica!"

~Why are you so shocked? You did exactly the same thing! Maybe not with a knife, but just as crazy!~
"I opened my eyes one more time and saw the blankets soaked red. Then I fell into a deep sleep. It was coma. I call it a dream you'll never fully wake up from." Angelica took a glass of water and downed it in a few gulps.
"How long were you in a coma?" Luke asked.
"Five days and seven hours. The doctors called it a coma, but they were baffled because there was no measurable brain activity. They actually thought I was clinically dead," Angelica said. Luke's jaw dropped and she giggled and pushed it back up. "You look funny with your mouth opened like that. You wanna hear what it was like?"
"Yeah, duh!"
~Yeah, duh!~

"I could feel myself slipping away. Not like sleeping—more like flying, but without wings. I couldn't open my eyes, yet I could see everything. Soon I was looking at my motionless body lying on the bed. I could not tell if I was still breathing, that's how impassive my body was. My eyes were closed and my eyelids wouldn't even flutter. I wanted to get closer, but something was tugging me away instead. I didn't understand what was happening at first, so I pushed down hoping to get closer to my body, but the more I pushed, the farther away I actually moved.

"That's when it hit me that I might be dying. I watched myself on the bed, but I was moving farther and farther away, unable to come back. I had no limbs. I had no substance. I was free as a bird, but I did not feel free at all. I can't explain it because the emotion was something I've never felt before or after. It was a bewildering shuffle of high, trance, freedom and happiness on one hand, and agony, depression, sorrow, and remorse on the other. Except I didn't experience each emotion separately. They were all so strongly palpable at once, pounding me, filling me up and leaving me alone to sort them out. I thought I was going insane. I wished I had one of those 'walking through a dark tunnel and into a beautiful garden of light' experiences, but I did not. The state I was in was utterly confusing. I was scared for my own life that I took away."
"Wow, that's wild."
~You didn't feel like that, did you? I guess you weren't in a coma.~

"I hung in there, unable to either finish whatever journey I set out to travel or return to my motionless body in a cold, lonely hospital bed, attached to monitors and breathing tubes. For days, I watched my mom and my younger sister sitting by my bed, crying, praying, and talking to me like I was still in my body. I heard everything they said, but I could not respond. That was the most frustrating thing. Knowing someone who cares about you is doing everything they can to connect with you, but no matter how loud you're screaming back at them, they cannot hear a word you say. That helpless state of non-being and the hopeless stares of my little sister and my mom are what haunt me every night when I go to sleep because I worry that I may fly away again."
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~Are you sure about that?~
"Yeah! I could see everything from a bird's perspective."
~That's true, but is that really what you want? Do you really want to be even more detached than you are now? Yes, you'd be flying high above everybody else. You'd see the world far and wide, but you'd miss the little things.~
"What's so important about the little things?"
~They make up the whole.~
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"What makes you think I tweeted about suicide?"
~You didn't.~
"So why the hashtags?"
~Because of what Angelica said. You'd like to experience what she did. You'd like to float outside your body and watch the people left on the ground. Watch their reactions while you're invisible. Am I right?~
"Maybe."

~I hope you'll forget about that idea. It's not gonna happen. You'd have to be clinically dead to be outside of your body. And even that is not a given. You'd most likely die way before you'd float outside and watch the people left behind. Not many people end up as lucky as Angelica. It's time you took her advice and considered how your actions affect everybody around you. Those are the little things. Everything you do, everything you say, is a tiny part of the whole. Tiny but powerful.~
"There you are!" Luke said.
"How's your neck, MJ?" Angelica asked.
"Better. So, what happened next in the hospital?"
~I'm dying to find out!~

"I like to think that it was my mom's and my little sister's love that brought me back. You see, when I was up there, looking down at my comatose body, I wished for nothing else but to return to them and tell them how much I loved them. I realized I’d never even told them. That was my biggest regret about the whole thing. Not that I slashed my wrists and bled until I fell into a coma, not that I ran out of school and let everyone believe the rumors were true, not that I would never live again; my only regret was that I did not even remember the last time I told my mom and my sister how much I loved them. I never pray, I don't even know how, but that's all I did while I was out of my body. I prayed over and over again to return and tell them I loved them more than anything else in this world.

"Then my little sister came again to sit by my hospital bed. She sat there for a long time, holding my hand and stroking my hair. Then she got up and kneeled. She was still holding my hand as she cried and spoke out. She said, 'I am the luckiest girl in the world because I have you, Angelica. Every day I wake up and you're in the room next to me, and I smile. When I go to school, I know nothing bad will happen to me because I have a big sister who will beat up anyone who's mean to me. I can't wait for you to come home after school so that our family is together. And now you're somewhere else, and I don't know where. I sit with you here and I talk my head off, but you're quiet. It scares me to death. I don't want to go back home because you're not there. Our family is not together. Angelica, I love you so much! Please come back because I do not know how to live without you.'

"My sister didn't get up. She put her head down on my sheets and cried quietly. I couldn't quite see them but I could feel my sister's words float up to me on a thin, barely visible line, like a rope connecting her to me. I couldn't grab it because I had no hands, but I could feel the line of words circling around me. I stared at this thin rope and imagined sliding down on it. All I could think of was my sister sitting by my bed, holding my hand. Suddenly, I felt my hand that was wrapped inside my sister's hand as if the sensation returned to me even though I was still up in the air watching my sister and me. All I could think of were the two entangled hands. I'd swear my sister was pulling me down as I floated back towards my body alongside the thin rope of my sister's heartfelt words. And then the monitors sounded off, and my sister jumped. In a split second I was back, fluttering my eyelids. I opened my eyes and saw my sister jumping on my bed and my mom and a bunch of nurses running into my room. Mom hugged me, and I finally had a chance to say I love you."

"Wow! What a story! It must have been wild to see yourself down on that bed. I mean you saw your body, but was it really you?" Luke said.

"That's what I've been asking myself many times since then. When I was floating, I felt no attachment to anything physical, not even my own body. For a while, I thought that was it. I was dead. If it weren't for all those machines and medical instruments, I would have been dead for sure. Looking back at how it all went down, I really believe my sister brought me back somehow. I'm still trying to figure out how. The only thing I remember is that feeling. Right after she spoke to me I had this incredible rush of energy inside my bodiless self and then I saw that rope. Well, it wasn't a rope but that's what it reminded me of. I don't know how to explain it to you. I couldn't quite see the individual words, but I could feel them like they were written all the way from my sister's heart to where I was floating. And I perceived this strong current, almost like an electricity that pulled on me. I could not resist it. It was a high like no other. A feeling I've never had before or after. It changed me completely. When I woke up in that bed, I knew I was a new me."

"Gosh, that is so awesome."
~Don't get any ideas!~
"What happened to me doesn't happen to everyone. Don't bet on it happening to you, MJ. If you're planning to die just so that your parents or whoever you care about feel sad and sorry, or you want to show the world how brave you are to go through with it, you won't come back. People usually don't come back like I did. I don't yet know what I believe in, if anything at all, but I do believe there is something out there we don't understand. Some kind of a connection, maybe a spirit, a thought, a feeling. I don't know. The stronger and the more genuine this connection is, the more powerful it becomes in these life and death situations. I swear I felt something wickedly evil along with something unbelievably peaceful and beautiful."
"You're right. I didn't feel any of that, but the moment you believe it's over is kind of calming."
~More like a calm before the storm.~

"Promise me, MJ, you won't do it again. Don't get carried away by an emotion of a particular moment. That emotion is often wrong. Your life is so much more than a single event—a feeling that betrays you because it takes over your better judgment. There are always consequences to everything you do. Nothing is ever detached, not even you, despite of what you believe."
"I'm not going to promise you anything."
~You don't have to, but at least think about what she said.~

"When I was out of my body, I felt incomplete. Not incomplete in terms of being separated from the physical body. More like I didn't fulfill my purpose while I was alive. I felt this burden weighing down on me; this hole mixed in with all those different feelings I had at once. After I came back, I started to paint again. I realized what my purpose was. It's my art; it's what I can do with it. I can't die until I finish all of the paintings I plan to paint. And each time I finish one, another idea sparks and I have to start all over again. That's how I see life. Now. In this moment. Do what your heart tells you. Don't take on life with all of its problems and demons at once. It's too heavy like that. Instead, see the little things, the little moments. They are a lot lighter, a lot easier to carry. Tackle one at a time, like a note of a song. Don't die until you play all the music in your heart. The purpose is not this one big thing, this life as one humongous undertaking. The purpose is these little moments that make you happy. We all have some purpose, otherwise we wouldn't be here. Don't die until you figure out what that is," Angelica said.

"So you think everything happens for a purpose?" Luke said.
"Absolutely. I do not believe in coincidence," Angelica said.
"But how do you figure out what your purpose is?" Luke said.
"It's not easy. If it were, we wouldn't have to stick around our whole lifetimes to figure it out," Angelica said.
"Then what was the purpose of Stanley's death?"
~Did you really have to say that?~
"I'm not a wizard, so I don't have answers to everything," Angelica said. "Maybe his tragic death happened to show us that there are consequences to everything we do. Remember how all of you connected in school and on Facebook after he died? Maybe someone else thought about playing the choking game or someone was thinking about suicide. We'll never know, but maybe Stanley changed a few minds back then. Nothing can remind us of how precious life really is better than death."

"When I think of death, I see it in black and white. That's my color of death," Luke said.
"Why black and white?"
~I think I know why.~
"There's no gray area. When you're dead, you're dead. You can't see the colors anymore. You can't even argue that there are colors you cannot see. You're done, expired. It's clear as night and day. It's black and white."
"What color do you imagine when you hear the word rumor?"
~That's my kind of question! Are we switching identities here?~
"I haven't thought of that," Luke said.
"Green, slimy green. It's green as it grows like a flesh-eating plant. It darkens as the green gets old and slimy. And one day the slime solidifies into dark-green glass that shatters before it explodes like a bomb full of shrapnel. It cuts your world into unrecognizable pieces that end up turning white, wiped clean, free of thoughts and pain," Angelica said.

"I don't like the color of rumor."
~I hate it.~
"Me neither," Luke said.
"I got this tattoo right before we moved here. Mom didn't want me to get it, but she changed her mind after I explained to her why I needed it." Angelica raised her t-shirt and revealed the words tattooed on the left side of her rib cage. Don't kill my demons because my angels might die too.

"It doesn't matter if you believe in angels and demons," Angelica said. "What this means is that I battled my own kind of demons that made me believe I was dirty, hopeless, that my life wasn't worth living. When I was about to pass, my little sister turned into my little angel. Maybe there were many other angels with us that day, but I didn't see them. I do know for sure, though, at least one angel pulled me back and showed me I was loved so much, people would be hurt if I went away for good. My angel let me feel that love and its rush of the most amazing kind of high. It was during that ecstasy that I saw myself as a beautiful being, clean and happy, loving life and all that comes with it. If the demons weren't a part of my life, I would have never experienced the incredible, loving power of my angels. Both angels and demons create the balance that keeps me grounded."
"I love your tattoo."
~I love it, too.~
"Me too," Luke said.

"It's my way of knowing that the good and the bad always come together. Rarely you'll have only one all the time. I believe in my own angels, whatever they may look like. They could be good people that help you sort things out, or an opportunity to do something you love, or a good luck charm you believe in. It doesn't matter what you imagine your angels to be; what matters is that you believe they exist. If you believe that, your demons will have very little power over you."
"I could listen to you for hours," Luke said.
"When exactly did all of this happen?"
~It couldn't have been that long ago. That one big scar is still dark pink. It looks pretty raw.~

"A few months back," Angelica said. We moved and stayed at our grandparents' home in Albany after I was released from the hospital. It was summer break anyway. Then I was home-schooled for a while until Roger contacted Mom and wanted us to come back. Mom said no, of course, and he got mad again. He brought this lawsuit. He's suing Mom for the custody of my sister. That's when Mom packed and we moved here. She wanted to be as far away from him as possible. She jumped on the job offer, but it's not over. He's still suing her. It's scary because Roger has so much money and he's such a good lawyer, we're scared he may win."
"Can't you do anything about it?" Luke said.
"Like what?" Angelica sounded a bit nervous.
"I know this is hard, but can't you testify about what he did to you?" Luke said.

"I already told you, it'd be my word against his. How would I ever prove any of that? Especially now, after I tried to kill myself. He'll have his psychiatrists testify that I'm crazy and that I made it all up," Angelica shook her head.
"What about the picture someone posted on the Instagram?" Luke said.
"You mean the one where he's got his hands under my shirt? It doesn't support my claim. Remember? The rumor was I was sleeping with him. The picture doesn't really show I wasn't."
"So? Isn't it illegal for him to sleep with an underage girl?"
~That didn't come out very well. It sounded like you believe the rumor.~

"One picture, big deal! I'm sure he'll find a way to discredit that too. Even if I claimed he tried to rape me, how would I explain I waited until he filed a custody lawsuit to tell anyone? My mom would get in trouble too for not reporting it right away. It makes no sense. I don't have enough proof. I'm done," Angelica said.
"The question is," Luke furrowed his brows, "who took the picture?"
"I have no idea," Angelica said. "I tried to figure it out, but I can't come up with anything. It wasn't me. Roger couldn't do it either. Was there someone by the window watching us? It's unlikely because I was in my room on the second floor. Someone would have had to be on a ladder or something. It doesn't make any sense."
"Was your computer on?" Luke said.
"You mean like my computer camera?" Angelica said.
"Yeah," Luke said.

"I do have a camera on my laptop and it was on since I was writing my paper, but I wasn't taking any photos, if that's what you're asking," Angelica said.
"Maybe someone else was," Luke said.
"That's crazy," Angelica said.
"You wouldn't be the first person who had that sort of stuff happen to them."
~That's true.~
"Can I go over to your house and look at your laptop?" Luke said.
"Sure," Angelica shrugged.
"You know how it's done?"
~He's a computer nerd, remember?~
"You mean hacking?" Luke said.
"Yeah."
~I'm sure he does.~
"Enough to know if a computer's hacked," Luke said.
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~That's Angelica's line. You should have asked her if you could tweet it before you did.~
"I'm sure she won't mind. She's probably tweeted it already."
~She is a very interesting girl. I can't believe so much has happened to her.~
"I know, right? Makes you feel kind of stupid thinking you're the only one with issues."
~I'm not thinking anything like that. YOU ARE.~
"Whatever. My head's pounding."

~It's not your head, it's the door. Someone's knocking on your door.~
"May I come in?"
"That's my mom. What does she want?"
~How am I supposed to know? Open the door and you'll see.~
"Honey, I need to talk to you about something," Mom said.
"What is it?"
~Yeah, what is it?~
"I'd like to apologize," Mom said.
"Apologize? For what?"
~I think I know.~
"For arguing with your dad so much lately, for being distracted, and for basically not having any time for you. I'm really sorry," Mom said.
"Mom..."
~Give her a hug, she's practically begging for it!~
"Dad and I have gone through a rough time, but we worked it out. These things happen. It's not fun, but we're only human and we make mistakes. We are both sorry. It breaks my heart to know how much this may have hurt you," Mom said.
"It didn't, Mom, really."

~Give her a hug! Are you listening?~
"Whatever is going on, please tell me. I know we've grown apart, and I am very sorry about that, too. You're my child, and no matter how old you are, you will always be my child. You're the best thing that has ever happened to me, and you're the most important person in my life. It breaks my heart to see you unhappy. I'd love for us to find a way back to each other. Will you help me?"
"What makes you think I'm unhappy?"
~Isn't it obvious?~
"Are you?" Mom said.
"Not really."
~Liar! Why can't you be honest? At least once! She's asking a simple question! Answer her honestly! I'm tired of you constantly dodging the truth!~
"Well, maybe I've been a little upset."
~Okay, okay, it's a start.~
"Can you tell me why?" Mom said.
"I will as soon as I sort it out."
~What's there to sort out?~

"Can I help? Is there anything I can do?" Mom said.
"No. It's not that serious, Mom. Things are coming together."
~Your poor mom. I'd smack you if I were her.~
"I'm here for you, MJ. Any time you want to talk, please talk to me."
"Uh, yeah."
~Uh? Yeah? Is that all you have to say for yourself?~
"Is there anything at all you want to tell me?" Mom said.
"Uh, no."
~Seriously?~
"Okay. Maybe some other time?" Mom said.
"Yeah, some other time."
~Give me a break!~
"Come here. I love hugging you." Mom said.
"Sure."
~I thought you'd never hug her! Can't you see? Your poor mom came up here and practically apologized for being your mother!~
"What was I supposed to tell her?"
~How about that you appreciate her apologizing?~
"I didn't expect her to come here and apologize. I was caught off guard."

~Oh, yeah! The guard. I forgot about that. You and your guard are so wrapped up together you can't even give your mom a decent answer.~
"Leave me alone. Why are you being such a jerk again?"
~I'm a jerk? YOU'RE the jerk here!~
"Geez, will you ever cut me some slack?"
~Not until you start acting like a responsible teenager.~
"Now that's an oxymoron. A responsible teenager? Do you listen to yourself?"
~You're right, that is an oxymoron.~
"I guess I could have told her that I appreciated her coming and saying all that stuff to me. She honestly caught me by surprise and I didn't know what to say to her."
~What about now? Would you know what to say now?~
"Not really."
~Think of Angelica.~
"What does she have to do with my mom?"
~Remember what she said she was most sorry about when she almost died?~
"Uhm, you mean—"

~Exactly. You almost did it. I'm sure if Luke and Angelica didn't show up, you were going to check out for good without even a single thought or a single consideration of the consequences. Your world was crashing, and that's all you were capable of thinking about. Imagine if they didn't come. Imagine what it'd be like right now. Can you do it?~
"What? Imagine myself dead? I've done it like a thousand times."
~Not really. I want you to lie down, close your eyes, and imagine yourself dead now, after what your mom told you.~
"This is stupid."
~Do it!~
"I can't believe I'm doing it."
~Shut up and lie down. Okay, now close your eyes and imagine floating up in the air the way Angelica did. Do you see your dead body on the bed?~
"Um, yes, kind of."

~Good. Your mom's coming. She's knocking on the door. She found you. She's touching your arm. She shakes you and you're not responding. She's calling your name over and over. She's screaming. She's calling your name, she's hysterically howling as she runs downstairs and dashes for the phone. She's crying as she's yelling at the operator to get an ambulance. You're watching her agony as she runs back to your room and collapses onto your bed next to you. She's still calling your name, holding you in her arms, howling like an animal that has just lost her only offspring. You're watching her from above, unable to say a word to her. Unable to tell her that you're okay. Unable to comfort the one person who never meant to hurt you; the one person who loved you more than anything else in this world.~
"Ahhh..."
~Open your eyes and look at me!~
"Ahhh..."

~Look at me! Good. Now look inside and tell me if you were really dead, what would you wish you told your mom before it was too late?~
"That I loved her very much."
~I thought so. What color is your love for her?~
"Purplish blue. The color of the forget-me-not flower. My mom kind of looks like that flower—tiny, gentle, beautiful, and unforgettable."
~Now go downstairs. You know what you want to tell her.~
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~Are you sure about that? I thought that everything was finally falling into place.~
"That's why."
~Let's see if my hashtags will make some sense of your nonsense.~
"If this is an attempt at being funny, you're not succeeding."
~Who cares.~
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#angels #hope #friendship #love #family #music #life
"You make it sound so pretty and perfect, but it's not."
~It is what it is. Life is never just pretty and perfect, or ugly and crazy. Life is what you perceive it to be. If you end up seeing nothing but the bad, that's what it'll be. If you open your eyes and mind, you may find the good, and that's what your life will reflect. It's never black and white. Death is black and white. Luke was right. Life is every shade of gray under a rainbow of colors that are as bright as you let yourself imagine. Life doesn't make sense unless you perceive it through your selfless heart instead of your selfish ego.~
"What is this? Some kind of ancient wisdom?"
~No, just simple observations.~

"What is it you're trying to tell me?"
~That I can finally see you. Can you see me? I want to hug you, comfort you because I do love you like no one else. Remember that next time you hate yourself. I love you like no one ever will!~
"Gosh, what's gotten into you?"
~You did! You put me through hell and back!~
"What about me? I went through hell and back, too!"
~See? That's what I'm talking about. Here I am telling you how much I love you, how much I worried about you, and all you can think of is your own self. I get it. You're a teen. That's what teens do. But please, promise me when it comes to life changing events, like a suicide, you'll take a step back, take a moment to relax, and think of those you'll take down with you. That's all I'm asking.~
"Fine! I'll do that. Isn't it what I've been doing anyway? Why do you think I let you in my head in the first place?"

~Thank you. That's all I need to hear. You don't have to promise me you will never kill yourself. I understand it's important to you to have that option, knowing you can always end this life. What you’ve got to remember is that once you do it, you're all out of options. This is the final one. Once you die, you're choices are gone. You can't come back. That's it. You can't play one more song or write one more lyric. You're gone. It sucks because you're gone and everyone and everything else is still here, but you can't be a part of it.~
"I get it! Enough! I promise I'll think it through next time. I won't rush home to tie a rope around my neck. I will take my time to think about it!"
~What did you feel when you saw all those nasty comments that pushed you over the cliff?~
"Humiliation. I was humiliated. Brenna called me a thief, a criminal, and who knows what else. I'm not a thief or anything that she said, but I still felt humiliated."

~What color is humiliation?~
"It's colorless at first. It's what you want to be—transparent. I wanted to be transparent so no one could see me walk by. But it turns beige as you feel naked; beige that darkens as you think you're somehow dirty."
~Never let anyone look right through you. No matter how humiliated you are, you're still a human being. Trust me, you do not wish to be invisible.~
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~Looks like you don't need me for hashtags anymore.~
"I'm getting the hang of it."
~So what about them? What about angels and inner voice? Are you talking about me? Am I the angel here?~
"You're a little too full of yourself. No, you're not my angel, you're still my inner voice. I do appreciate all you've done for me, but don't push it."
~Good enough. Hey, you got a text. Who is it?~

"It's Luke. He said to meet at Angelica's house in half an hour."
~I bet you he found something.~
"Like what?"
~Something about Angelica's computer. I don't know, I just have this gut feeling.~
"You don't have a gut."
~It's figurative.~
"Hey!"
~Can't you be more polite? Can you say something like, Hi, Angelica?~
"MJ!" Angelica called.
"What's up?"
~What's up? Really?~
"I got you something," Angelica said.
"What is it?"
~Open it.~
"Open it," Angelica said.
"It's a locket."
~What's in it?~
"Where did you get Stanley's picture?"
~Where do you think?~
"Kids posted a lot of them on his Facebook page. I picked this one because he has this really neat, kind of crooked smile. It's like he's saying something with his eyes and his smile," Angelica said.

"This is my favorite picture of Stanley. I can't believe you picked this one."
~I don't believe in coincidences and neither does she.~
"I know you and Stanley were close. I also know you haven't been the same since he died. He must have been like an angel to you when he was still alive. You should keep this locket with you and think of Stanley as an angel who's still with you. He may be dead, but he'll never die inside your heart. You still care about him. You still hurt when you think about him, so that's your proof he's with you. I only gave you the locket to remind you of that," Angelica said.
"There's an empty space."
~Of course there is. Lockets usually have two spaces for pictures.~
"You can put your own picture there. That way, you'll be there with Stanley," Angelica said.
"Can I have your picture too?"
~I am shocked! Where did your shyness go?~

"Sure, I'll e-mail one to you," Angelica smiled. "Promise me one thing."
"What?"
~Why do I think I know what she's going to say?~
"You'll hold on to the locket each time you're thinking suicide," Angelica said.
"I will."
~I'll make you.~
"Hey, guys!" Luke said. "Here's your laptop, Angel. I found something in it."
"Awesome," Angelica said. "Let's go upstairs to my room. I can't wait to see what it is."
"Angel? Did Luke just call her Angel?"
~Why not? By the way, why did you ask Angelica for her picture?~
"Isn't it obvious? I thought you knew it all."
~I do. But I want to hear it from you.~
"Yes! She does remind me of an angel. And yes, I'm beginning to like her like I did Stanley. That's why I want them in my locket together. Happy?"
~Yes. Thank you.~
"Ugh..."
~You're welcome.~

"Ugh!"
"Okay." Luke closed the bedroom door. "I found the hacker who hacked Angelica's laptop."
"No way!"
~Yes way!~
"I've got goose bumps," Angelica said.
Luke took a deep breath. "The virus got in through your e-mail, of course. That was easy to find especially since you never empty your trash e-mail folder."
"Oops." Angelica made a funny face and shrugged.
"Look," Luke opened the laptop for everyone to see. "This is a RAT or a Remote Access Trojan. It sits there and waits for the connection from the user of this software. Once connected, the hacker will have full access to your files including your web cam."
"This is freaking me out," Angelica said.

"I played with this last night, and it seems whoever hacked your computer before is still accessing it. I saw it come on at one point, so I quickly taped your web cam with two layers of duct tape so no one could see me while I went to search the IP address the hacker was connected from," Luke said.
"Nice choice of color," Angelica smiled.
"Sorry, I only had this bright green duct tape," Luke shrugged.
"I think it looks good on the silver laptop."
~At least that creep can't see us!~
"Anyway," Luke continued, "this hacker is not that good. He didn't even use TOR, which is what the more sophisticated hackers use. TOR will allow you to communicate on the net anonymously. It's pretty much impossible to find your identity if you use TOR. This dude is not very smart. I bet you it was some kid copying a real hacker at best."
"What makes you think so?" Angelica asked.

"Here," Luke pointed at the screen. "I used TCPView to see all of the current network connections on your computer. See this screen? All connections seem legit except the one at the top. Its name is aab.exe and it's in listening mode. I checked it out earlier and it has no legitimate program assigned to the port number, and it is stored directly in your Program Files folder where it has no business being. I'm not gonna bore you with all the details of what I did, but basically I used a bunch of programs to pinpoint the geographical location of the hacker and then I used a trace route process to find the exact location of the hacker's IP address. It didn't take that long to get this e-mail address since I already had a clue what it might be."
"What is it?" Angelica jumped from her seat. "What's the e-mail address?"
"Here," Luke clicked on the e-mail in Angelica's trash folder.

"I don't believe this," Angelica slumped back in her seat.
"What? Who is it?"
~I don't like the sad look on her face.~
"Jessica," Angelica said. "I thought she was my friend."
"Was she really?"
~What are you getting at?~
"Did she defend you after the rumors started?"
~Oh! I know what you're getting at!~
"No, she didn't," Angelica said. "But she didn't spread them any further either."
"That doesn't mean anything."
~I'm afraid you're right about that.~
"I'm positive the Trojan came from her e-mail, Angelica," Luke said. "I doubt someone hacked her e-mail just to hack you. Seems like a lot of extra steps and, like I said, this hacking is not very well disguised. This is the work of an amateur."
"What do we do now?" Angelica said.

"It's your decision," Luke shrugged. "I can do whatever you need me to do."
Angelica thought for a while and then said, "Can you hack her computer back?"
"You mean like access her files?" Luke said.
"Yeah," Angelica said.
"I already did," Luke said.
"Did you find it?" Angelica said.
"Yep," Luke said.
"What did you find?"
~Probably the picture of Angelica that someone posted on the Instagram. Maybe it was this Jessica who posted it.~
"I didn't find just the picture," Luke lowered his gaze.
"What else was there?" Angelica's voice was dry.
"A bunch of videos," Luke was still gazing at the computer keyboard.
"What videos?" Angelica raised her voice.
"Of you mostly working on your laptop," Luke looked up at Angelica. "But there was one video that recorded the incident you told us about."

"You mean…" Angelica's voice trailed off.
Luke nodded. "It's about fourteen minutes long. Most of the video is you doing your homework but then Roger comes in and you two have an argument. Everything you told us, how it went down, is there."
"I want to see it," Angelica said.
"Are you sure?" Luke said.
"Yes, I'm sure!" Angelica said.
"Do you want me to leave?"
~See? You CAN be polite!~
"No, stay," Angelica said. "I already told you what happened. I have nothing to hide."
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~Your hashtags are all over the place.~
"You should be glad I'm finally doing my own hashtags instead of criticizing me."
~I'm not criticizing, just suggesting you could organize them better.~
"It's my Twitter account. My tweets and hashtags are spontaneous. Get your own account if you want to be organized."
~Sorry for trying to be helpful.~

"Do you think Angelica thought it was rude for me to leave the room?"
~More like awkward. I think you pretending you had to go to the bathroom right when the video showed Roger yanking on her jeans made her feel uncomfortable.~
"I didn't want to watch it. I can't help it. It didn't feel right for me to watch it."
~I think I know why.~
"Why?"
~Maybe because you think of her as some kind of an angel. I mean, look at your tweet for crying out loud!~
"Maybe. I just didn't like seeing her get hurt. That's all."
~I think she understands. I wouldn't worry about it too much. Let's go back. I'm sure the video's done.~
"I'm sorry, Angelica," Luke said.
"About what? That you found this? Are you kidding me? This is the best news I've gotten since this happened to me!" Angelica said.
"What do you mean?" Luke said.

"I'll tell you what I mean, but first, get rid of this virus and everything that could possibly spy on us," Angelica said.
Luke started to pound the keyboard.
"I'm sorry I left. I didn't want to see the rest of the video. I'm sorry."
~This is something you don't have to apologize for.~
"No," Angelica shook her head, "don't apologize. I didn't want to play the video to make you uncomfortable. I needed to see what was in it. It was important for me to see it. You see, Roger is suing my mom for the custody of my sister. Before this video, I had no proof of what he did. This video is gold. It's my proof. I also know the picture on Instagram was from this video. Now I finally have the chance to make things right."
"There." Luke clicked one last time and stretched like a cat. "It's clean. Your laptop is as good as new."

"Thanks," Angelica said. "Now, this is what I plan to do. First, I need to back up this video. I need a copy somewhere safe in case my computer gets hacked again. Second, I'll show it to my mom and her lawyer. I think with this evidence, the a-hole will drop the lawsuit because the last thing he needs is to be disbarred and face the cops."
"Sweet! Great job, Luke!"
~I am so excited I can barely contain myself!~
"Third, I'll have a chat with Jessica," Angelica's face hardened. "She'd better have a good explanation for this."
"That may be a long shot."
~I agree.~
"And finally, I may post this video," Angelica said.
"Post it? Like for everyone to see it? Where?" Luke said.
"I don't know yet," Angelica said.
"Why would you want to do that?"
~I'm asking the same question here.~

"I haven't figured it out yet," Angelica said. "I'd like the people who posted all that garbage about me to see what really happened. I feel like this is the only way I can defend myself. I know it's a little bit too late now, but better late than never."
"You need to be careful about this," Luke said. "Remember, once you post something, it'll be out there forever. You can never take it back. You have to be absolutely positive that this is something you want to do and that you'll never regret it."
"I know, Luke," Angelica said. "This is a big decision and I have to think of the lawsuit and my mom, my sister, and who knows what else. I just wish I had a way to tell my side of the story without leaving the video out there."
"Hey!" Luke got up and began pacing the room. "Did you know that you can send 15-second videos on Snapchat?
"Really?"
~As if you needed more crazy ideas!~

"Yeah," Luke said. "I could put together a sequence of 15-second videos that pretty much tell the whole story and group chat it to the people in your old school. You just need to get their phone numbers."
"I think that is a great idea, Luke," Angelica said. "I need to talk to Jessica first. Let's meet back together tomorrow, and I'll tell you what I found out."
"Sounds good," Luke said.
"Good luck, Angelica."
~Why can't you be that nice to me?~
"Why are you complaining? I AM nice to you."
~You're joking, right?~
"No, I'm not. Have I ever called you a bad name or something?"
~It's not about names. It's about the attitude.~
"Oh! It's about the attitude, I see. Well, that cuts both ways."
~You still need to treat me like everyone else.~

"Whatever. Like I said, maybe my attitude hasn't been the most positive, but you're no angel either, trust me."
~Getting through to you is not an easy job.~
"Then I guess we're even."
~Why do I feel like we're not?~
"That's your problem."
~See? There! You DO have an attitude!~
"This is nonsense."
~Again! Attitude! Attitude!~
"Be quiet! I don't wanna talk about it!"
~What do you want to talk about?~
"That whole video thing."
~You mean Angelica's decision to post it?~
"Well, she hasn't made her decision yet, but it's kind of weird, don't you think?"
~I don't know. This is a tough one, even for me. On one hand, she is right. She needs to set the record straight if she wants to put this whole thing behind her. On the other hand, the Internet can be evil, no doubt about that.~
"I just don't want her to get hurt again or regret posting it."

~You're not giving her enough credit. She's smart and I think she'll think this through, unlike someone else I know...~
"What's that all about?"
~Relax, it was a joke.~
"I'm not laughing."
~There is one thing you should take away from the video story.~
"What's that?"
~What happened to Angelica was bad, really bad. It almost got her killed. But look at how much good it added to her good pile in the end! She now can help her mom fight the a-hole and save her little sister. She can defend herself and put the past behind her. I think, in the end, the Roger incident, the hacking and the video were all designed to make her stronger.~
"I'm listening."
~And remember this: Even bad things can lead to good stories.~
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~You stole my line!~
"Like I said, go get your own account."
~You know I can't do that! I'm invisible!~
"And I'm not and never will be! So you have your invisibility and I have my Twitter account. I think that's fair."
~You have a strange sense of fairness.~
"Did you call Jessica?" Luke asked as soon as Angelica opened her door.
"I did. I can't wait to tell you all about it," Angelica said.

"I bet this'll be interesting."
~I'm dying here! The curiosity is eating me up!~
"When I first confronted Jessica, she denied everything," Angelica said. "So I told her a friend of mine works for the police and his job is to investigate hackers."
"Is there such a police unit?"
~I doubt it, but isn't it smart of her to say that?~
"I told Jessica my friend found out my computer was hacked from her computer. I also told her about the video, and if she didn't tell me everything she knew, I was going to file charges and she was going to be arrested because that's what my police friend said he would do," Angelica said.
"Did she believe you?" Luke said.
"Yep," Angelica said. "She totally freaked out. She basically told me the whole story in one sentence."
"So what exactly did she do?"
~Here it comes! This is exciting!~

"It wasn't even her idea," Angelica said. "Her mom came up with it."
"What?" Luke yelped. "Her mother hacked your computer?"

"No. Her mother paid someone to do it for her. It actually started with this painting competition Jessica and I and a couple of other kids from our school participated in. Jessica, I and one other kid from another school won the first few rounds, and the three of us were going head to head for the final prize, which was a two-page spread in The New Yorker magazine. We were supposed to e-mail scanned pencil sketches of our intended paintings first and then submit the finished canvas within a month afterward. We were given a theme— The Power of a Spoken Word —but no other guidance. Jessica couldn't come up with anything to draw. That's when her mom got the idea to hack my computer. She was hoping to find scanned pictures of my sketches and see what I was doing. They had the guy hack my webcam as well just in case I'd paint on canvas somewhere near my computer. Basically, her mom wanted Jessica to win so badly, she was willing to do just about anything."

"You have got to be kidding."
~I'm afraid not. I think I'm gonna be sick.~
"But then it got complicated," Angelica said.
"I can imagine."
~No, you can't. Now let her speak, I'm anxious to hear the rest.~
"The very next day after they hacked my computer, the Roger incident happened, and now they had this video of me and him," Angelica said.
"That's crazy," Luke said.

"It gets better," Angelica said. "Turns out Jessica's mom had a recent affair with Roger and was still very much in love with him. She's divorced and loves the good life in the suburbs. I think she was hoping Roger would dump my mom. But that's just my opinion, Jessica didn't say that. Anyway, after watching the video, her mom was pissed. What's really crazy, though, was that she wasn't pissed at Roger; it was me she was after. Jessica said her mom was beside herself screaming stuff like I was a whore sleeping with Roger behind my own mother's back and who knows what else."
"Do you really believe all that?" Luke said.
"I'm pretty sure Jessica told me the truth. She was so shaken, I'm positive she wasn't lying. I caught her off guard and she just spilled everything she knew," Angelica said. "I think she was actually glad it was out. To me, she sounded kind of relieved."

"Hm," Luke made a face, "I'd be careful if I were you."
"I am, Luke," Angelica said. "Don't worry, I learned my lesson."
"Pretty crazy lesson."
~More like a tough one.~
"The rest is kind of sad," Angelica said. "Jessica's mom had a fit and posted that picture of me and Roger with a caption on a fake Instagram account. She talked Jessica into re-blogging it. Her mom used everything she could from Snapchat to Facebook to destroy me because to her, I was the reason why she couldn't have Roger."
"That's sick."
~I'd throw up right here if I had a stomach.~
"That is sick," Luke said.
"Sick and sad, if you think about it," Angelica said. "I mean it starts as a stupid competition for a magazine spread, and it grows into such a monster that stampedes everything in its path. It's ridiculous."

"Ridiculous, insane, despicable, hurtful, vile, you name it."
~Angelica's back to being a poet. I like that stampeding monster metaphor.~
"So what are you gonna do now?" Luke said.
"I'm not going to press charges," Angelica said. "The damage is done. Going to court won't take it back. Jessica is scared and, from what she told me, her mother needs treatment. She drinks and throws fits like crazy. Jessica's going to talk to her dad and see if he can somehow make her mom get help. Even though they're divorced, Jessica's dad supports them financially one hundred percent. I don't think her mom has that many options. I did tell Jessica I was going to use parts of the video to clear my name and set the record straight. I promised not to tell anyone who was responsible for the initial rumor and for the video. But I also told her if she or her mother did anything to me or my family ever again, I was going to make sure the whole world knew what they did."

"You were too nice to her," Luke said.
"Did you ever finish the painting for the competition?"
~I doubt it.~
"No, I got too busy killing myself, remember?" Angelica smiled.
"Did Jessica win that New Yorker spread?" Luke said.
"No, she didn't!" Angelica said. "The other kid did."
"Awesome!"
~Amen!~
"What were you gonna draw?" Luke said.
"Rumors, the one I showed you," Angelica said.
"You would have won with that painting," Luke said.
"No, I wouldn't have," Angelica said. "Funny thing is, I had no idea what to paint either at that time. This whole inspiration came to me after the rumors about me and Roger spread and I bled myself into a coma. All that madness turned into the most amazing inspiration I have ever experienced."
"You can win any competition with this painting," Luke said.

"I already did," Angelica winked at him.
"Really?" Luke said.
"Painting Rumors helped me heal. That's already a win, don't you think?" Angelica said.
"Absolutely," Luke said.
"I have a feeling your painting will hang in The Metropolitan Museum one day."
~I couldn't agree more.~
"So, what exactly do you plan to do with that video now?" Luke said.
"I'm gonna need your help," Angelica said. "This is basically what I've been thinking: I want to create a series of those short fifteen second videos for Snapchat. I want to make sure the story is clear about how it went down, but I want to make sure no one stores the video or any part of it. I stayed up late last night to put together a list of phone numbers of 240 kids who were in my grade back in New York."
"How did you get so many contacts so fast?" Luke said.

"I had help," Angelica said. "Not everyone was a total ass back there."
"Good for you."
~I wish I could help her, too. I'd do it in a heartbeat.~
"I will group Snapchat the videos to all of the people I have the contact for," Angelica said. "Before I send out the videos, I will send a group text about what's coming and why. I want everyone to know I had nothing to do with Roger, and what was said about me was a lie."
"So you're going to tell the whole story? You just said you promised Jessica you wouldn't," Luke said.
"That's right, I won't," Angelica said. "I won't name names. I will tell the story of how my computer was hacked, recorded the movie and then how a distorted version of what had happened started this vicious rumor and what it did to me."
"But everyone will know who posted the video. Once you tell about the painting competition, everyone will know."

~Good catch, MJ.~
"Don't worry, I won't get into that much detail. I'll definitely leave out the competition and why my computer was hacked," Angelica said.
"You know what will happen, right?" Luke said.
"Not sure I'm following," Angelica said.
"If the kids can't figure out why your computer was hacked and who did it, they'll be in a panic mode," Luke said. "They'll suspect each other."
"Serves them right," Angelica said. "Maybe they won't be so quick to judge and post garbage next time someone starts a rumor."
"You think people will be ashamed of what they did to you?" Luke asked.
"Some may, others won't care," Angelica shrugged. "I don't really care either. It's all in the past and I can't change that. I can only put it behind me by telling my side of the story like I should have when it started. That's all I want—to be done and move on."
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"Do you see that number? I've got like 48,000 followers! Why didn't you tell me?"
~Why bother? I'm not monitoring your followers. That’s your job! It's your account. You said so yourself.~
"Oh, we're pouting..."
~No, we're not. We're just communicating.~
"Okay. Stop the babble and yes, I thank you for getting all my followers. I'm sure your hashtags made all the difference."
~With a little less sarcasm I might even accept your apology.~
"I'm not apologizing."
~Of course you are. You just don't know it.~
"Whatever."
~Good enough, apology accepted.~
"What do you think of my idea−"
~What idea?~
"Let me finish!"
~Oops.~

"I want to start this blog about kids who are thinking of suicide, kids who have been bullied, kids who are depressed..."
~Sounds like a pretty depressing blog.~
"It's not going to be depressing. I want to post stories that could have ended badly but didn't. You know, like Angelica's."
~What about your story? Would you post your story on that blog?~
"I don't know how my story ends yet."
~Would you think about it?~
"Sure."
~Then go ahead, create the blog. It could be interesting.~
"I'll talk to Luke and Angelica about it tonight. They might want to get involved."
~I think they will.~
"Dude, you've got 52,000 followers!" Luke called. "And these are real kids, no click farm fake accounts!"
"Are you serious?"
~Let me see! Let me see!~
"Holy smoke! When did this happen?"
~Did I fall asleep or something?~

"It was that last tweet. People retweeted it like crazy. They're still retweeting it.  Dude, you're famous!" Luke said.
"Teenage Revenge is famous. No one except Brenna Greer and you guys knows who TeenageRevenge is."
~Who cares! You've got 52,000 followers! I love followers! Everybody loves followers!~
"Come in, Angelica's already here," Luke said.
"You have a really nice home, Luke."
~This is huuuge! See? Not all homes look alike around here.~
"MJ!" Angelica said. "How did you get all the followers?"
"I don't know. People must have liked that last tweet."
~Seriously? After all I've done for you? Let me tell you something: if I wasn't attaching all my ingenious hashtags to your silly little tweets, you'd never have any followers!~
"They sure did," Angelica said. "I have an idea about that. I wanted to see if you guys wanted to set up a blog with me."

"What kind of a blog?" Luke said.
"About the stuff people like us worry about," Angelica said.
"Like what?" Luke said.
"You know, bullying, school, the pressure, even suicide," Angelica said.
"This may sound crazy, but I had the exact same idea and wanted to talk to you about it."
~Don't change the subject! We're not done talking about my Twitter contributions!~
"You did?" Angelica said. "That must be a sign! We have to do it!"
"It's a great idea," Luke said. "I can set it up. This is the perfect time, now that you have so many followers, MJ. All you have to do is tweet everyone to go on the blog and we'll generate loads of traffic!"
"No problem."
~No problem? Yes problem! It's my account, too! I did all the hard work! Where's my appreciation?~
"I can already see the tweet and the hashtags."

 ~What? Come again? Hashtags? I'm going nuts!~
"I have this nagging, extremely annoying inner voice that comes up with all of my hashtags. I don't have to worry about a thing. I know I can just let it do its magic and the followers will find us."
~Us? Did you say US? Did you really mean it?~
"I mean it. This voice is incredible."
~Oh! MJ! I'm having a meltdown. And it's the good kind...~
"I wish my inner voice talked to me more often," Angelica said. "Maybe I'm not listening."
"Frankly, I don't know what's better."
~Be quiet. You don't need to end my bliss so soon.~
"How do you want to name the blog?" Luke said.
"How about TeenageRevenge? Is that okay with you MJ? You've already got so many followers, it'd be easy for them to remember the blog name," Angelica said.
"Sure. No problem. We can name it TeenageRevenge."

~I can't wait to get to work on this one! I'm going to have a field day!~
"I can already see one the posts." Angelica stood up and announced theatrically, "All the things zealous mothers and spineless children do to get ahead."
"That's what I call a Teenage Revenge!" Luke laughed.
"We can have an open forum for people to tell us what happened in their schools," Angelica said.
"I'd like to start a forum about all the ways kids were bullied."
~I have an even better idea.~
"I think that would be a great discussion," Angelica said.
"I also want to dedicate the blog to Stanley Mannick."
~Are you listening? I have a great idea!~
"Absolutely!" Luke called out. "I'm working on it. Look, what do you think?"
"Luke! That's beautiful! Where did you get that background?"
~Are you dense or something? That's Angelica's painting.~

"Can we use it, Angelica?" Luke said.
"Of course!" Angelica said. "We should also put a link to our video."
"Did you finish that video yet? I forgot all about it."
~Me too. But hey! What about my idea? Are you going to let me speak?~
"Yes, I did," Luke said. "I was going to show it to you today and see if you wanted me to upload it to YouTube. Maybe we can launch our video with our blog!"
"Absolutely!" Angelica clapped her hands.
"Cool!"
~What about ME?~
"Okay, I give you exactly one minute and then you better shut up because you're giving me a headache. I look like I have a problem excusing myself to go to the bathroom every time I get together with my friends just so that we can talk in private."
~You can talk to me in public. People talk to themselves all the time.~

"People are also called lunatics all the time. Just say what's on your mind or whatever it is you think with."
~That wasn't very nice!~
"Oh, my gosh, stop it!"
~Well, let's see. Where was I? Okay. How about this: you build your blog for people not just to vent, but also to come together. You'll have your Twitter, Tumblr, and Instagram under the same name and the people who follow you on one will follow you on the other ones. TeenageRevenge will become powerful in numbers so that when someone is in trouble, like Angelica was, for example, all of your followers will be able to help.~
"I'm not sure I follow."

~It would work like this: you'll have your own membership on your blog. People can sign up to become members of Teenage Revenge. They can share stories and find new friends, just like any other social site. Except when a member is bullied like you, Luke or Angelica, the member can post an alert. Granted, you'd have to set some guidelines of how the story would be verified so that your blog wouldn't be misused, but because you'd be so huge in numbers, you should be able to defend that member.~
"It sounds interesting. How would you go about defending a member, though?"

~That's the whole idea behind this membership. Most kids are on social sites. What bullies fear most is ridicule or being bullied themselves. All you'd have to do is make it clear to a bully that you intend to launch a virtual attack from every single member of your blog on any social site the bully uses. I'm sure if a kid is bullied at school or on his Instagram, he or she knows how to contact the bully. The kid can share the contact information with everyone on your blog if necessary.~
"I think I'm going to run this by my friends first."
~Did you even notice this is the second time during this short conversation that you used the F word?~
"What F word?"
~Friends.~
"What else am I supposed to call them?"
~Just saying. It's good to hear that the word is still in your vocabulary.~

TWENTY-SIX
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
we're launching the TeenageRevenge blog #BestBlogEver #blog #StandUpForYourself #FightBackBullies #PowerInNumbers #retweet #follow
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
this blog is for anyone who's ever been bullied, is being bullied, or worries about bullying #bullying #SchoolBullying #StandUpForYourself #retweet #follow
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
we are huge and growing! become a member! we will defend our members against bullies! #bullying #FightBackBullies #retweet #follow

Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
help us stop bullies, let's all come together #bullying #StandUpForYourself #FightBackBullies #retweet #follow
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
TeenageRevenge is a blog for anyone feeling lonely #loner #StandUpForYourself #LonelyNoMore #retweet #follow
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
feel like you're alone? join us! #bullying #StandUpForYourself #loner #retweet #follow
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
ever thought of suicide? join our blog #suicide #TeenageSuicide #StandUpForYourself #retweet #follow
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
thinking of suicide? you may not be alone! Come visit us on our blog #suicide #TeenageSuicide #StandUpForYourself #retweet #follow
~How many tweets are you going to write?~

"As many as it takes to get the word out. I'm attaching the link to our blog Luke gave me. He said it's finished. We have to see this."
~I think you're getting the word out all right. Look at your feed. It's going to crash the site.~
"I wish."
~Me too. Can you imagine the news story?~
"Now that'd be a story worth posting. TeenageRevenge Twitter Feed Crashes the Official Twitter Site."
~Look, MJ! It's growing again! You've got 60,000 followers now! We need to see the blog.~
"Sure, in a minute. Look, Luke and Angelica are tweeting on TeenageRevenge too."
~Can I do my own tweet? Please?~
"Go ahead."
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
I refuse to be choked by endless rules, I refuse to be bullied, I refuse to be told who I am! Changing the rules of the Choking Game!
"Where are your famous hashtags?"

~Honestly, I don't give a damn. We have more followers than we could have ever dreamed of. Now it's time for me to be heard! Finally, I have a real voice! I'm not just some creepy, crazy little voice that sounds off in your stubborn head. My Twitter platform is huge, and I can type tweets to hundreds of thousands of followers who will read and retweet. As far as I'm concerned, I'm happy.~
"Am I officially insane?"
~What? You're not happy for me?~
"Should I be happy for you? I mean, you're my inner voice! And now you're going completely rogue on me and tweeting like a maniac!"
~Are you suggesting you don't like it?~
"What? The tweets?"
~Both. My tweets and my newly found freedom to vent my opinions.~
"I like it. I think it's cool."
~Gosh, I dig your blog!~
"You dig it? That's a first for you. I think you're reading too many tweets."

~Luke did a great job. And you guys already have like twelve thousand members. What's up with that? How many kids are dealing with bullies these days?~
"You'd be surprised. I think we'll have a huge following here too. Kids like to share stories."
~Life is full of them. All you have to do is open your eyes and your heart. Like I said before, even bad things can make good stories.~
"MJ! Did you see our YouTube account?" Luke turned from his locker.
"I checked it yesterday. We had a lot of likes."
~We sure did!~
"It's going freaking viral!" Luke slammed his locker shut and pulled out his cell phone to search YouTube.
"Let me see."
~No way!~
"I'm shocked!" Angelica dropped her brand new phone when she saw the number of likes on their video.
"Am I so shockingly good-looking that you're dropping your phone?" Ethan's startled everyone.

Angelica quickly picked up her phone. "Ethan! Can I take your picture?"
"Sure, sweetheart!" Ethan smirked.
"Here we go," Angelica snapped the picture and motioned Ethan to look at her phone. "Take a good look at this site. It's a place for kids to share their stories of bullies and assholes and people like you. Now look at how many members this site already has. Twelve thousand and growing. If you ever bother me or anyone else in this school again, I will make sure your picture is on this site and on every Twitter, Instagram, Tumblr or Snapchat these twelve thousand kids share. Trust me, you'll never recover from this one. Do we understand each other?"
Ethan's panicked face turned ghost white as he turned around and walked away as quickly as he could.

"Guys, I really think we're onto something," Luke said. "I mean, our blog can barely handle all the new registrations, Angelica just scared the living daylights out of a big ass bully, and our video's going viral. Guys, we have so much work to do, it's freaking me out!"
"I hope you're not going to check out on us anytime soon, MJ," Angelica said. "You have like a hundred songs to write and who knows how many posts for the blog. Luke and I can't do it all. We have a purpose. Maybe it's not the real, big purpose of life itself, but it's big and important enough for now. This is a chance of a lifetime. We can really nail this."
"I hear you. Happy?"
~I'd be happier if you'd make a commitment, but it'll have to do for now.~

"Where's your phone, MJ?" Angelica said. "I see Brenna sauntering down the hallway. Snap a good one and have fun chatting with her." Angelica winked, picked up her backpack and hurried to catch up with Luke.
Teenage Revenge @TeenageRevenge 
stay true to yourself; never worry about what other people think − why would you give anyone that kind of power over you?
~I thought it was neat how you handled Brenna.~
"I wish I’d done it when she first put me down."
~At least you're done, just like Angelica. You can move on now.~
"By the way, I really like your tweet. I think it's going to get a lot of retweets even though it has no hashtags. And, for what it's worth, I don't mind listening to you anymore."
~Since we're kind of making up here, I was wondering why you never called me by a name.~
"Because you don't have a name."
~Why don't you give me a name?~
"Uhm..."

~Is that so hard? Don't think about it. What's the first thing that comes to your mind?~
"Uhm, Junior?"
~Like MJ, Junior?~
"Why not?"
~Are you suggesting we're finally one? Wait, don't answer that. I'll settle for we're getting there...~
"You just can't help your psychobabble, can you?"
~You love it! Admit it!~
"No, I don't, but don't worry, I won't end your bliss so quickly."
~You're hurting my feelings.~
"You have no feelings for crying out loud! You're nothing! You're an annoying inner voice that only exists because I let you."

~This is where you're wrong, my friend. I do exist, like it or not. There are some things you can't prove or touch but there's no doubt they exist. Take a thought, for example. Where does a thought come from? Where is it? You can't touch it but you know it exists. Well, the same goes for me. Where does a soul come from? Where is it? You can't touch me, but you know I exist because I speak, scream and nag at you every single day. Deep down, you know I exist.
~We've come a long way, my dear. We started so far apart, I worried we'd never find the way back. And then a couple of angels crossed our path and together we made new stories. I know life isn't always bright and perfect, but it's the balance you should be looking for. I wonder, what color do you think balance is?~
"White."
~White?~
"It's clean. Even. There's no heavy black or light pink. You can make up your own good and bad piles because white will let you start on an even playing field."

~That's good. Now close your eyes and imagine yourself standing in the middle of white. It's everywhere, it’s covered everything that has happened before up until now.~
"Okay. I did."
~Good. This is your new life, MJ. You don't need to carry the burden of the past because the past is gone; you can't bring it back. What you have is now. You said so yourself in your song— white is timeless now. It's even, as both of your piles are empty. The best way to make sure the bad pile never grows higher than the good one is to love yourself because that's the kind of love nothing can ever top.~
"And how do you suggest I do that?"
~That's simple. I already love you. All you have to do is love me back.~
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      This book was inspired by the tragic death of a young boy who made the mistake of playing the dangerous choking game. For months, I witnessed the outpouring of sadness, confusion, and genuine heartbreak his friends and schoolmates confessed on Facebook. I knew back then that I’d write a book about teenage suicide, even though this boy’s death was entirely accidental. I paid a lot of attention to my own children and their friends, and I researched everything I could to identify reasons for this growing phenomenon. In the end, I came to an alarming conclusion that despite all of the material “things” teens have these days, their world is far more difficult to deal with than the teenage world previous generations had lived in.
      

      I deliberately did not mention whether MJ is a teenage girl or a boy in the book. I wanted to allow readers to see the character for themselves, to feel MJ’s struggle based on some of their own experiences. MJ has several reasons to be depressed and even suicidal; some are unique, some may be surprisingly common among today's teens. I tried my best to write this story as an inner journey of a young character into the depth of his/her soul and the world we live in.
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